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				Dear Readers,

				 

				I am thrilled that NAL/Obsidian is offering my novella Dead Blondes Tell No Tales as a single release in this e-book format. It was first published in the anthology Drop-Dead Blonde in 2005, which has not been available in a print edition for several years. Although the anthology is currently on sale as an e-book, I’m happy my novella is being made available here, all on its own. For readers who haven’t visited my Scumble River Mystery series, this novella offers an easy way to see if you enjoy hanging out with my sleuth, Skye Denison, and her quirky friends and family.

				 

				For my longtime readers, this is a chance to find out what Skye did during spring break of 2003. The events take place between Murder of a Pink Elephant and Murder of a Smart Cookie. In this story, Skye takes a part-time job working for ex–Las Vegas showgirl Bunny Reid at the bowling alley, and ends up knee-deep in a Marilyn Monroe look-alike contest and a mysterious disappearance.

				 

				I’m especially happy to see “Dead Blondes Tell No Tales,” get a second life since my fifteenth Scumble River book, Murder of the Cat’s Meow, debuts in September 2012. In Cat’s Meow, Skye is once again working for Bunny, who is on the hunt for a rich husband and decides to earn some extra money to restore her youthful beauty by putting on a cat show in the bowling alley. However, when one of the judges is found dead, Skye’s focus turns to solving the murder.

				 

				When I introduced the Devereaux’s Dime Store Mystery series with Little Shop of Homicide in March 2012, some of my readers had the mistaken impression that I was ending the Scumble River series. But as you can see, Skye and the gang continue to solve cases. And I sincerely hope to be writing a book a year in both series for a long, long time to come.

				 

				To all of you who have been with Skye and me since the beginning, thank you! To those of you reading your first Scumble River story, welcome to town.

				 

				Warmly,

				Denise

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Blonde, but Not Forgotten

				“Bunny!”

				“Ruby!”

				“Girlfriend, you’ll never believe . . .”

				The Sunday-morning silence inside the bowling alley storeroom was shattered by the excited squeals coming from near the building’s entrance. Skye Denison paused in midreach to listen. She recognized the voice of Bunny Reid, the alley manager, but who was Ruby?

				Scumble River, Illinois, was a small town of only three thousand people, most of whom Skye knew, and the name Ruby didn’t ring a bell. And what would Bunny never believe? Skye pursed her lips; she hadn’t been able to hear the end of that sentence.

				Oh, well, it really was none of her business, and the shrieking had stopped, so Skye shoved a strand of chestnut hair behind her ear and went back to reshelving boxes of napkins and paper towels. Someone had gotten in overnight and thrown all the supplies into the middle of the floor, then tossed around the loose items in the rest of the bowling alley. Nothing was missing or broken, but there was quite a mess to clean up.

				This was a far cry from Skye’s usual occupation. Forty-two weeks of the year, she was employed as a psychologist for the Scumble River school district, but as of last Friday afternoon, Skye was on spring break for nine days.

				She had briefly considered going somewhere warm for the holiday—the end of March in central Illinois was generally cold and miserable—but the precarious state of her checkbook, along with her boyfriend Simon Reid’s plea for help, had convinced her that taking the job he offered was a better move.

				Simon was both the county coroner and the owner of Reid’s Funeral Home. In addition, a few months ago he had bought the town bowling alley for his mother, Bunny, to manage. Bunny had reappeared in his life after a twenty-year absence, needing a job and a permanent address in order to avoid going to jail for misusing prescription drugs.

				Against his better judgment, Simon had decided to help his mother. He didn’t quite trust her—all was a long way from being forgiven or forgotten—but in the end, he couldn’t let his mother be locked up.

				So far, Bunny had proven to be good at running the alley, but her recent idea to increase business—the Spring Break Bash—had worried Simon, and he had installed Skye to both help his mother and keep an eye on her. Skye was thankful that Bunny had been amused rather than insulted by her son’s tactics.

				As Skye put yet another box of paper goods back where it belonged, she was beginning to question her decision to help Simon rather than raid her savings account and fly to Florida for the week. And when she heard an angry male voice roar Bunny’s name, Skye was pretty sure she had made a bad choice in staying home. Then when that same voice boomed even louder, followed by a woman’s scream, Skye knew she’d made a big mistake.

				Figuring it was too late to leave for Fort Lauderdale and she’d better find out what was going on, Skye dropped the carton of straws she had been holding, and took off running.

				As she flew out of the stockroom, the shouting became louder and more strident. When she rounded the corner, she gasped and ran faster. Near the front door, Scumble River’s police chief, Wally Boyd, stood with a tall, full-figured blonde in handcuffs. That was bad enough, but the real cause of Skye’s distress was the redhead beating the chief with a bowling pin.

				Skye was used to Bunny’s impulsive behavior, but this time she’d gone too far. Assaulting a police officer was not in the same category as greeting your gentleman friend at the door wearing nothing but Saran Wrap, or unwittingly hiring a drug pusher to manage the alley’s grill. Had Simon’s mother completely lost her mind?

				Once Skye got closer, she noted with relief that at least the pin was a Styrofoam decoration and not the real thing. Bits of white plastic were lodged in Wally’s black hair, and a snowdrift of pellets was forming at his feet. The expression in the chief’s usually warm brown eyes did not bode well for either the redhead’s or the blonde’s future.

				Although he didn’t look it, Wally had turned forty a few weeks ago, and he hadn’t been in the best mood since then. Normally, Skye would have stepped in right away. She had found coping with Bunny wasn’t very different from dealing with the teenagers at school; it was a good idea to nip any misbehavior immediately in the bud. But Skye and Wally were not currently on the best of terms, so she hesitated trying to figure out the most advantageous way to approach him.

				Skye’s pause was just long enough for Bunny to throw away the remains of the disintegrated Styrofoam bowling pin and pick up an umbrella hanging on a nearby coatrack. As Bunny drew back, looking like Babe Ruth about to make a game-winning home run, Skye flung herself forward.

				Depending on one’s perspective, her timing was either perfect—she saved Bunny from being charged with assaulting a police officer—or it was a little off—the brunt of the swing caught Skye across the face, and she went down like a seven-ten split knocked over by the ball of a pro bowler.

				For a moment, there was complete silence. Then Wally roared, “Son of a bitch!”

				Bunny threw herself on Skye, wailing, “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. Are you all right? Say you’re all right.”

				Wally wrenched the redhead away, ordering her, “Get a wet rag and a cold compress.” He knelt by Skye’s side and gently cupped her chin. “Do you need an ambulance?”

				“No.” Skye struggled to sit up. She could taste blood in the back of her throat, and was afraid she would vomit if she didn’t lift her head.

				“Lie still for a minute.” Wally put a hand on her shoulder and pressed her back. “Let me get a good look.”

				Skye fought back tears of pain as he ran his fingers lightly over her cheeks and nose. He’d had EMT training, and she trusted him to make an accurate assessment of her injuries.

				“I don’t think anything is broken. Your nose is bleeding, but it looks intact, and your cheekbones seem okay, too. How’s your vision?”

				That was a good question. Skye squinted. How many Wallys were there? She could make out three—no, four. After she blinked a few times his multiple faces merged into one. “I can see fine.”

				A subdued Bunny returned with the first-aid items. Wally took the wet cloth and ice-filled dishcloth without acknowledging her, all his attention on Skye. Bunny hovered near his shoulder, wringing her hands.

				Wally murmured reassuringly to Skye as he cleaned away the blood from her face. At last he handed her the cold compress and instructed, “Hold this across your nose and cheeks.”

				“Okay, but I need to sit up.” She felt too helpless lying on her back.

				He put one arm under her shoulders and the other under her knees, then lifted her into a chair Bunny had brought over from the bar.

				Skye was impressed with his strength. She was no lightweight, yet he had picked her up as if she were a size six.

				Once Skye was settled, Wally turned on Bunny, his voice controlled and as chilly as his eyes. “Care to explain yourself?”

				“You’re the one who barged in here, grabbed poor Ruby, and slapped her in handcuffs.” Bunny crossed her arms under her surgically enhanced breasts and scowled. “You explain.”

				Skye moaned from beneath her ice pack. Bunny was taking the exact wrong approach with Wally.

				The chief’s expression hardened, but he said in an even tone, “You go first.”

				Bunny opened her mouth, a stubborn look on her face, but before she could speak Skye loudly cleared her throat and, despite the sharp pain it caused, wildly shook her head no.

				Some sense of self-preservation must have finally kicked in, and Bunny’s expression changed from petulant to shrewd. She moved closer to Wally, running a long red nail studded with rhinestones down his chest. “I am so sorry, Chief. I don’t know what got into me.” She fluttered her fake eyelashes. “I guess it was seeing great big old you manhandling my best friend in the whole world.”

				Wally’s response was an exasperated, animal-like grunt as he moved out of her reach.

				“Now, don’t be like that,” Bunny cajoled, fluffing the pile of fire-engine-red curls artfully arranged on the top of her head. “You’re just so big and strong that I was scared you were going to hurt my friend.”

				“Right.” He raised a dark eyebrow, his tone skeptical.

				Bunny pouted, but wisely kept quiet.

				Wally turned to Skye. “I’m guessing you won’t be pressing charges, considering she’s Reid’s mother?”

				Skye nodded, then regretted it as new pain shot across her cheeks.

				“Now that we’ve settled that . . .” Wally paused and looked around. “Shit! Where did she go?”

				The blonde in handcuffs had disappeared.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Never Judge a Blonde by Her Cover

				Skye had abandoned both her chair and the cold compress, and was once again standing between Wally and Bunny. At least this time no one had weapons in their hands, although Wally’s fingers were caressing the grip of his gun.

				They had searched the bowling alley and there was no sign of Bunny’s friend. Ruby’s car was still parked outside, but she had vanished.

				Wally blew out a puff of exasperation. “You mean to tell me neither of you saw her leave? She’s got to be six feet tall and weigh over two hundred pounds; how could she vanish? She was handcuffed, for crying out loud.”

				“I never saw a thing.” Bunny’s voice was admiring. “But Ruby was married to a magician for a couple of years, and that man taught her some neat stuff.”

				Skye wondered just what tricks Ruby knew, but restrained herself from inquiring—Wally didn’t seem in the mood for long explanations. She would quiz Bunny later, after he left. Now, she asked, “Why were you arresting her, anyway?”

				“It started out as a routine traffic stop.” Wally shoved a hand through his hair, visibly puzzled as to how things had gotten so out of control. “She was driving down Basin and kept weaving over the center line, so I pulled her over, thinking she was drunk.”

				“And?” Skye prompted.

				“She didn’t have any liquor on her breath, and she explained she had been putting her makeup on—something about a heated eyelash curler and her false eyelashes starting to smoke. Anyway, I was going to give her a warning ticket for reckless driving when I noticed the paraphernalia in her backseat.”

				“What? Ruby doesn’t do drugs,” Bunny bristled. “Her son died of an overdose. She’d never—”

				“I didn’t say it was drug related,” Wally interrupted. “These were . . . uh . . .” He trailed off, a flush creeping up from under the starched navy collar of his uniform shirt.

				“They were what?” Skye’s curiosity was fully aroused. Wally wasn’t usually shy when it came to speaking the plain truth.

				“Obscene materials and devices.” Wally’s tone became official.

				“What?” Skye asked, confused.

				Bunny snorted. “Sex toys.”

				“You’re kidding.” Skye felt her cheeks redden to match Wally’s.

				“Ruby owns a store in Las Vegas called Sexploration. She must have been bringing me some samples.”

				“Why?” Skye asked without thinking, then could have bitten her tongue. This was not a subject she wanted to explore with Bunny.

				“Why not?” Bunny smirked, smoothing tight brown velour leggings over her hips. “Or did you think you were the only one in town with a sex life?”

				Skye’s faced burned with embarrassment, and she took a quick peek at Wally, who was frowning at her. Although they had never dated, Skye and Wally had an emotionally charged history.

				There had been chemistry between them since she was a teenager and he was a rookie cop. Nothing had happened back then, since she was underage, nor when she returned to Scumble River as an adult, because by that time he was married. Since then, his wife had left him, and Skye had become involved with Simon. She and Wally had a sort of Scarlett-and-Ashley type of relationship—their timing stank. Lately they had taken to acting as if the attraction didn’t exist.

				Wally continued to study Skye for a long moment before taking up where he had left off. “Upon seeing the obscene materials, and ascertaining that the suspect had a sufficient quantity to constitute wholesale promotion of the devices, I ordered her to exit the car.”

				Bunny blurted out, “You mean dildos are against the law in Illinois?”

				“Scumble River has a city ordinance stating that it’s illegal to ‘wholesale promote’ devices that simulate sexual organs or materials marketed as useful primarily for the stimulation of human genital organs.” Wally was expressionless as he recited the regulation.

				Bunny, a bright note of query in her brown eyes, questioned, “How many makes it wholesale?”

				“Six or more.”

				Skye was afraid to find out why Bunny wanted to know the exact number; instead, forestalling further inquiries from Bunny, she hastily asked Wally, “What happened when you told Ruby to get out of the car?”

				“She stomped on the accelerator and roared off.” A scowl twisted Wally’s handsome features. “I was originally just going to give her a warning and tell her to get out of town. I thought she was probably a prostitute getting ready to set up shop around here, and I wanted to make sure she knew that would be a bad idea.”

				“You thought Ruby was a prostitute?” Bunny yelped.

				Wally gave the huffy woman a level look. “She drives a bright pink Cadillac, has a backseat full of sex toys, and is dressed straight out of a Victoria’s Secret catalog. You add it up.”

				Bunny’s gaze was defiant, and she sullenly flicked imaginary lint from her tiger-patterned velour top, but for once she kept quiet.

				Wally went on as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “I pursued her with lights and siren. She drove several blocks, then illegally parked in front of the bowling alley and ran inside.”

				Bunny flicked a sidelong glance at Skye. “Ruby had only been here a minute or two, and we were hugging when he”—she paused dramatically and pointed an accusing finger at Wally—“burst through the doors, grabbed her, and slapped handcuffs on her.”

				“Which is when she”—Wally jerked his thumb at Bunny—“grabbed the Styrofoam bowling pin from the window display and started to hit me.” He brushed at a stray white pellet clinging to his navy uniform pants. “I should arrest her for assaulting an officer.”

				“But you won’t,” Skye coaxed. “After all, you’d look pretty silly charging a middle-aged woman with assault by plastic bowling pin.”

				“Who are you calling middle-aged?” Bunny challenged.

				“I’ll let it go this time, but she needs to watch it,” Wally declared, ignoring Bunny.

				“So what will you do now?” Skye asked, also ignoring the redhead.

				“Obviously Ruby will have to come back for her car. I’ll nab her when she does.” He put his hand on the door and added, his expression stern, “And you two better let me know if she turns up.”

				Bunny sketched a cross on her chest and said, “I promise.”

				Skye rolled her eyes, then gave Wally a “what can you do?” look.

				After he left, Skye said to Bunny, “Do you want to call Simon and fill him in, or shall I?”

				“We don’t really need to bother Sonny Boy, do we?” Bunny wheedled.

				“Yes, we do. You or me?”

				Bunny heaved a put-upon sigh. “I’ll do it.”

				“That would be best,” Skye said, then went back to the storeroom. She needed to finish sorting out the mess in there, since she had a feeling she’d have a new mess concerning Ruby and Bunny to sort out in the near future.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				The Case of the Disappearing Blonde

				“Okay, where is she?” As soon as Bunny called him at the funeral home, Simon had hurried over to the bowling alley.

				His mother was preparing her monologue as emcee for Monday night’s talent show and didn’t raise her eyes from her clipboard. Tuesday was Team Trivia, Wednesday was karaoke, Thursday afternoon they were having an Easter-egg hunt, and Friday’s Marilyn Monroe look-alike contest would cap off the alley’s Spring Break Bash. “I told you, I don’t know.”

				Simon looked over at Skye, who was draping the stage with pink, purple, and yellow bunting. “Do you have any ideas?”

				She stapled a fold of cloth to the side of the wall and tried to think where a six-foot-tall, two-hundred-pound blonde, dressed in red capri pants and a matching halter, could hide. “Wally looked in all the obvious places, but if she was married to a magician, Ruby might be able to fit into smaller spaces than we thought.”

				“She’s double-jointed, too,” Bunny contributed. “And her third—no, fourth husband was a contortionist.”

				Skye cringed. She could tell Simon was nearing the end of his patience. His usually crisply styled auburn hair was standing in spikes like the crown on the Statue of Liberty, and the lines radiating from his golden-hazel eyes were not caused by laughter.

				She spoke quickly to divert his attention from his mother. “Let’s think about this logically. We were standing by the entrance. There are lockers on one side of us, and the coatrack and bathrooms on the other. If Ruby had left through the door, we would have heard the swooshing sound it makes, so she had to have gone either right or left.”

				“The lockers are only two-feet-by-two-feet cubes, so there’s no way she could have fit in one of those, contortionist or not,” Simon said, shrugging off his charcoal-gray suit coat and hanging it on the back of a chair.

				Skye set down the staple gun and went over to him. “Then it has to be the bathrooms, but we checked them.”

				“Even the men’s room,” Bunny added.

				“Let’s look again.” Simon rolled up the sleeves of his buttercup-yellow shirt.

				As they approached the bathrooms, Skye examined the area carefully, but could see no trace of the missing blonde. Of course, by now the woman could be in Chicago or points south; nearly an hour had elapsed since she had disappeared. Skye wisely refrained from pointing this out to Simon, who did not seem in the mood to receive helpful observations.

				Having inspected the men’s lavatory and found nothing, Bunny, Skye, and Simon crowded into the ladies’ room. To their right a sink, soap dispenser, and paper-towel machine hugged the wall. To their left were two stalls. There was no sign of any recent occupation.

				Skye let her gaze wander, starting at the floor and traveling slowly upward. Suddenly she gasped and pointed to the ceiling. A telltale swatch of red spandex clung to the white acoustic tile.

				Simon left the room to fetch a chair from the bar. He returned, loosened his tie, and climbed on. He pushed the white acoustic tile aside and poked his head into the opening. Less than a second later he descended and said, “She was there, all right. The dust’s been disturbed, and there’s another sliver of red cloth caught on one of the struts. But she’s gone now.”

				“At least we know where she hid.” Skye took his arm as they all moved out of the bathroom. “I was beginning to think she really had vanished into thin air.”

				“That’s right.” Simon squeezed Skye’s hand. “And she can’t have gotten far without her car.”

				Bunny grinned, sitting back down and picking up her clipboard. “You never know. Ruby’s very resourceful. You should hear about the scrapes she used to get us out of when we were in the big show together at the Golden Nugget.”

				“It’s too frightening to contemplate.” Simon looked at his mother through narrowed eyes.

				“Don’t tell me one of her husbands was also a car thief.”

				“No, but she dated a cop who worked the stolen-vehicle squad.” Bunny’s voice was dreamy. “That man could pick a lock and hot-wire a Corvette faster than a professional car thief.”

				Simon heaved a sigh, then headed to the bar. “I need a drink. Anyone else want something?”

				Before either Skye or Bunny could respond, a throaty voice from the doorway said, “I’ll take a martini, straight up, two olives. Don’t be stingy with the vodka. It’s been quite a day.”

				“Ruby!” Bunny catapulted out of her chair and embraced her friend. “Are you okay?” Her voice was muffled in Ruby’s cleavage, since Bunny was a good seven inches shorter than the blonde.

				“I’m fine. I was just over at the police station straightening things out with that gorgeous police chief. Sorry if you were worried.” Ruby squeezed Bunny back and then zeroed in on Simon. “Don’t tell me this handsome man is Sonny Boy.”

				He shot his mother a dirty look before holding out his hand. “I prefer Simon, and you must be Ruby . . . ?”

				“Oh, don’t worry about last names. When you’ve had as many as I have, you sort of lose track.” Ruby moved closer to Simon, ignoring the hand he held out and instead enveloping him in a smothering hug. “Bunny, you never told me Scumble River was so full of good-looking men.”

				Skye had been standing to the side, watching the proceedings. Now she made a mental note to ask Wally what last name appeared on Ruby’s driver’s license.

				Simon had managed to wiggle out of Ruby’s grasp—no easy task, since the blonde was a whole lot of woman, and he clutched Skye’s hand like a lifeline. “This is my girlfriend, Skye Denison.”

				Ruby answered, “We’ve met, although not under the best circumstances.” She took Skye’s chin in her fingers and examined her face. “You’re developing a couple of impressive shiners. Remind me to give you some makeup I’ve got that will cover them up.” She peered at Simon from beneath her lashes and drawled, “We don’t want everyone in town thinking Sonny Boy beats you.”

				Simon made a noise deep in his throat, but before he could respond, Bunny tugged her friend away and settled her into a chair. “It’s so good to see you. Tell me what everyone has been up to since I left.”

				“Well, Benny’s back in jail.” Ruby dangled a high-heeled red sandal from her toe and leaned back. “Although hopefully not for long.”

				Simon followed the two women and sat down. “Before you start catching up, I have just a couple of questions.”

				“Oh?” Ruby’s eyes were guarded.

				“Bunny, were you expecting Ruby?”

				“Sure. She called a couple or so days ago and said she was driving up from Vegas to visit me. I told her it was perfect timing because of the Spring Break Bash. Ruby does a great Marilyn Monroe impression. She’ll be the star of our show Friday night.”

				“I see.” A line appeared between Simon’s eyebrows, but he kept his expression pleasant. “Ruby, what made you decide to visit right now? It can’t be our great weather.”

				“Just wanted to see my friend Bunny.”

				“Bunny said you own your own business. Was it hard to get someone to take care of your store while you’re gone?”

				Ruby waved her hand. “I had to shut it down. I lost the lease on the building. That’s why I had the leftover merchandise in my car when Chief Boyd stopped me.”

				“That’s too bad. What will you do now?”

				“I’m not going to worry about that.” She shrugged. “Something will turn up. It always does.” She squeezed Bunny’s hand. “And with the store closed, I have time to travel and visit friends.”

				Bunny elbowed Simon in the side. “If you’re through interrogating us, maybe you could fix Ruby that martini she asked for, and I’d like a—”

				“Coke.” Simon cut her off. Bunny had come to Scumble River addicted to prescription pain medication after hurting her back. She had gotten caught trying to use a fake prescription, and as part of her probation she wasn’t supposed to consume any narcotics or alcohol.

				“Right, a Coke.” Bunny jutted her chin out. “That’s what I was going to ask for before you interrupted me.”

				Simon and Skye exchanged glances. His mother always meant well, but somehow she invariably managed to get into predicaments that other people avoided. Bunny was trouble waiting to happen.

				“Just one more question.” Simon stared at Ruby, unmoved by his mother’s irritation. “How did you fix things with Chief Boyd? From what I heard, he sounded extremely angry.”

				Ruby’s tone was offhand, but her gaze was sharp. “He and I understand each other.”

				“So if I call him, he’ll tell me everything is fine with you?”

				“Yes.” Ruby examined her manicure. “You know, lack of trust is not an attractive trait in a man.”

				Skye noticed Simon’s jaw tightening, so she took his hand and tugged him toward the bar before he could respond. There really was nothing more he could do unless he wanted to call his mother’s friend a liar, which she was afraid might be exactly what he was about to do. His and Bunny’s mother-son relationship was still too fragile to withstand an affront like that.

				As soon as they were out of earshot, Skye whispered to Simon, “Do you believe her?”

				“Not for a second.”

				“What are you going to do?”

				“First I’m going to talk to Wally, and if he hasn’t got any answers, I’ll call a friend of mine in Las Vegas. It’s surprising what funeral directors hear.”

				Skye could believe it. Both she and Simon dealt with the public during very emotional times in their lives, and often they were told things they’d rather not know. “I’ll keep my ears open here. I have a feeling Ruby will eventually let something or other slip.”

				“No doubt.” Simon poured vodka into a chrome shaker. “Why do you think she’s here?”

				“My guess is she got into some trouble in Las Vegas, and decided to hide out here until things cool off.”

				“I hope it’s not something illegal. Try to find out who Benny is, and why he’s in jail.” Simon picked up the martini and the glass of Coke and carried them to the two women across the room. “Here you go, ladies.” He put his hand on his mother’s shoulder. “I’ve got to get back to the funeral home. There’s a viewing tonight. I’ll see you tomorrow. You two try and stay out of trouble.”

				Skye accompanied him to the front door. He kissed her and traced a gentle finger over her cheek. “I’m sorry, I didn’t ask earlier how you were feeling.”

				“My face hurts, but I’ll be fine.” Skye grimaced. “I just wish I didn’t look like a raccoon.”

				“But you’re the cutest little raccoon in Stanley County.” He kissed her again and added, “Keep an eye on them. Ruby’s up to something, and I don’t trust Bunny not to get involved. You know how easily led astray she is.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Much Ado About Blondes

				“I hear one of that woman’s trampy friends is in town.” Skye’s mother, May, didn’t look up from the stove as she stirred a water-and-flour mixture into the meat drippings. This was a delicate operation. A lapse in concentration could mean lumps in the gravy, an occurrence not allowed in May’s kitchen.

				Skye shook out the tablecloth and carefully made sure it hung evenly before answering. Her mother had taken an instant aversion to Bunny, which was both unusual and awkward: unusual, in that May generally liked everyone, and awkward, since Skye was dating Bunny’s son. Skye just counted her blessings that Ruby’s makeup seemed to work, and so far her mother had not noticed the bruises she had acquired from the morning’s umbrella incident. May would really have it in for Bunny if she knew that she had physically harmed Skye, even unintentionally.

				“If by ‘that woman’ you mean Bunny,” Skye said, “then yes, there is someone visiting her, but how can you pronounce someone a tramp when you’ve never even met her?”

				May poured a smooth stream of dark brown gravy into the china boat and set it on the counter. She selected a knife from the drawer and started to carve the roast. “Because I saw those awful things Wally had to get rid of.” May was a police, fire, and emergency dispatcher. She normally worked weekday afternoons.

				“Why were you working on a Sunday?” Skye tried to distract May. Chatting about sex aids with her mother was not something she was eager to do.

				“Pat’s grandson was being baptized, and she needed the day off.”

				Oops! The issue of babies was another subject Skye attempted to avoid discussing with her mother. May’s fondest wish was for Skye to marry and produce a few grandchildren. As she searched for a safe topic of conversation, Skye centered a plate in front of a chair, aligning the knife and spoon on the paper napkin to the right and the fork to the left.

				But May was too quick for her. “You know, Pat’s daughter is only twenty-four. That’s nearly ten years younger than you.” Apparently, May assumed Skye’s math skills might not be up to the challenge of subtraction.

				Skye ignored her mother’s dig and asked quickly, “Does Wally have any idea who might have broken into the bowling alley Saturday night?”

				“No.” May opened the oven door, and the intoxicating scent of freshly baked bread seeped into the room.

				Skye was thankful that the low-carb craze had not reached Scumble River.

				“He thinks it must be kids.” May pulled out a tray of Parker House rolls, and set it on a wire rack. “That woman has been really strict about keeping teenagers out of the bar area of the bowling alley, and one of them is probably mad at her.”

				“I wish you’d call her Bunny.” Skye finished setting the table and started putting the food out.

				May sniffed. “Bunny is not a Christian name.”

				“And Skye is?”

				“That’s different. Skye is a family name, as you well know, missy.”

				“Then call her Mrs. Reid.”

				“No. She hasn’t earned that name.” May shook her head. “You have to stick around and take care of your husband and children to earn the title of missus.”

				Skye opened her mouth to suggest May call Bunny “Ms. Reid,” but snapped it shut without speaking. She already knew her mother’s opinion of the word “miz,” and it wasn’t positive.

				May looked over the table.

				Skye stood at attention, waiting to be told what she had missed. Her mother tolerated Skye’s presence in her kitchen with thinly disguised unease.

				“You forgot the butter. All you’ve got out is my Shedd’s Spread. You know your dad won’t use anything but the real thing.” May handed Skye a rectangular dish. “Let’s see: Jed, Vince, and Charlie already have their beer, you have your pop, I’ll get me some wine, and we’re all set. Call the men into dinner.”

				Skye stepped around the archway that separated the dinette from the living room and said, “Come and get it.”

				Charlie Patukas, six feet tall and easily three hundred pounds, was first into the room. In his mid-seventies, he was still mostly muscle, but a small bulge was starting to overhang his belt.

				Although Skye and her brother, Vince, called him “uncle,” he was really their godfather and a special friend of the family. He sat at the head of the table, the sturdy oak chair groaning under his bulk.

				Next was Skye’s father, Jed, several inches shorter than Charlie and about half his weight. He had a farmer’s tan with a white band across his forehead where his John Deere cap had protected it from the sun. The rest of his face was leathery from years of working outdoors. He sat at the other end of the table in the chair with a view out the picture window, so he could keep an eye on the crops.

				Finally, Skye’s brother, Vince, ambled into the dinette and kissed his mother on the cheek before sitting next to Skye. He was far too handsome for his own good. His attractiveness to the opposite sex had already gotten him into serious trouble twice; it had gotten him into minor difficulties too many times to count. Tall, with emerald-green eyes and long butterscotch hair worn in a ponytail, Vince got his tan from the machine at the hair salon he owned rather than from the great outdoors.

				May said the blessing, and then started the platter of roast around the table by handing it to Jed. As the man of the house, he got first pick. There was silence as they all filled their plates and started to eat.

				After his initial helping had been devoured, Charlie leaned back, took a long swig of beer, and belched. He patted his belly as if it were a pet he was fond of, then said, “I had a really striking-looking lady in one of the cabins last night.” He owned the Up A Lazy River Motor Court—the only place to stay in town.

				Skye’s investigative radar engaged. “Really? Did she have blond hair and drive a pink car?”

				“Yeah.” Charlie’s thick white eyebrows flew up until they nearly met the matching hair on his head. “How did you know?”

				“Sounds like Bunny’s friend Ruby.”

				“Ruby? I don’t think that’s the name she registered under.” Charlie frowned. “She paid in cash, so I didn’t ask to see any ID.”

				Skye buttered a roll. Could there be two blondes in town driving pink vehicles? “She was tall and statuesque, right?”

				“Yep. That’s her.” Charlie took the bowl May had handed him, and spooned another pile of mashed potatoes on his plate. “Fine figure of a woman.”

				“Wally arrested her this afternoon,” May announced, a line forming between her eyebrows.

				“For what?” Charlie stopped, fork poised midway to his mouth.

				Skye took a drink of her Diet Coke and listened to her mother’s version of what had happened.

				May finished with, “Then she came strutting into the police station, as if she wasn’t a wanted fugitive, and demanded that she see the chief and no one else.”

				“Did you hear what she had to say to Wally?” Skye had been waiting to ask this question since she heard that her mother had been dispatching that day.

				“No.” May took a sip of wine. “Wally took her into the interrogation room. He usually keeps the door open if he has a female prisoner so I can testify that no hanky-panky took place, but that woman insisted on closing the door and turning on the radio.” May stood and started clearing the table. “I couldn’t hear a thing, even with my ear pressed against the door.”

				Skye got up to help. The men stayed seated and waited for dessert to be served. Skye had long ago given up trying to explain the women’s movement and equal rights to her family. It might be the twenty-first century in the rest of the country, but in Scumble River, they had barely left the nineteenth.

				While May cut apple pie and Skye scooped vanilla ice cream, Vince said, “You know, a woman like you described stopped at the salon yesterday afternoon. She wanted me to dye her hair brown, but I didn’t have time.” He took the plate Skye handed him and dug into the pie. Around a mouthful he said, “I told her I didn’t think she would look good as a brunette, but she wanted me to color it anyway.”

				Skye filed away that piece of info with the fact that Ruby seemed to have arrived a day earlier than she had thought, and used a false name to check into the motor court. Evidence was adding up against Miss Ruby.

				As Skye set her dad’s dessert in front of him, Jed spoke for the first time. “Caboose seems to be pulling the engine with that lady.”

				Skye considered her father’s statement. Ruby did seem to be letting events control her life, rather than being in control of her own actions. Jed didn’t talk a lot, but when he said something, it was usually worth thinking about. Maybe what he meant was that Ruby was a train wreck waiting to happen.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				Monday Morning Blonde

				When Skye arrived at the bowling alley Monday around eleven-thirty, she kept an eye out for Ruby, but it wasn’t until midafternoon that she spotted the blonde descending the steps from Bunny’s apartment.

				Obviously, Ruby was not a morning person; her first words were croaked out in a desperate tone: “Coffee, black.” As soon as Skye handed her a cup she took a gulp of the hot liquid, swore when she burned her tongue, than took another sip. Finally, she sat down.

				Skye joined her. “Did you and Bunny have a good time catching up last night?” she asked.

				Ruby nodded, eyes still half-closed.

				“How far back do you two go?”

				“We met twenty years ago, when Bunny first came to Las Vegas to be a dancer. I was a magician’s assistant at the time. Then it just seemed that we always ended up in the same shows and we became best friends.” Ruby sipped her coffee. “Bunny had a lot of talent but could never make it to a headliner spot.”

				“Why?”

				“Mostly bad luck.” Ruby’s gaze became unfocused and she didn’t answer right away. “It seemed like whenever she was about to get her big break, something would go wrong. She’d agree to go to Mexico with a boyfriend and their car would break down, so she’d end up missing a rehearsal. Or someone would talk her into going on a skiing trip, and she’d fall and sprain her ankle.”

				Skye nodded. Ruby’s description sounded like the Bunny she had come to know. Easily led, usually to her own detriment. “That’s a shame.”

				“Yeah, it is. Bunny is a good egg and deserves better from life.”

				Skye allowed a moment of silence, then, edging closer to what she really wanted to know, said, “Was she upset about Benny being arrested?”

				Ruby shrugged. “It’s not his first dance with the jailhouse band.”

				“So did they catch him doing the usual?” Skye tried to be casual.

				“No. He . . .” Suddenly Ruby stopped. “Never mind. It’s not important.” She took another sip of coffee and parried, “Are you and Simon engaged?”

				Skye shook her head. “No. We’re not ready to settle down yet.” Refusing to be distracted, she probed, “You know, I’m still not clear as to why you ran away when Wally stopped you.”

				“Like I said, I panicked, silly me.” Ruby fluffed her hair and tried again to sidetrack Skye. “Speaking of the police chief, do you and he have something going on the side? He’s really hot.”

				“No, of course not.” Skye felt her cheeks flush. “Why would you ask that?”

				Ruby drained her cup. “The vibes, honey, the vibes. You just can’t fight the vibes.”

				Skye opened her mouth to rebut Ruby’s claim, but the blonde muttered something about running errands, and hurried away. Skye frowned. What kind of errands could someone new in town have to do?

				After a few minutes of unproductive speculation about the older woman’s intentions, Skye gave up. She had too much to do to waste any time trying to figure out Ruby.

				Skye spent the rest of the afternoon getting the alley’s restaurant ready for the night’s crowd, and when she finished up around five, Bunny drafted her to help with the talent show.

				Even though the program didn’t start until seven, the contestants were already crowding the stage. Evidently, word had gotten out that there was room for only twenty entertainers, and that it was first come, first perform.

				Skye sat at a table to Bunny’s left, giving out numbers and taking names. She wondered if the talent show was so popular because Scumble River was full of enough hams to supply Easter dinner for the entire state of Illinois, or due to the prize Bunny had wheedled out of Quentin Kessler, the owner of the dry goods store: a big-screen TV.

				So far, Skye had registered comedians, singers, dancers, an accordion player, and even a lady who had dyed her poodle pink and taught it to dance on its back legs. The animal’s owner had colored her own hair to match, curled it to look like the canine’s fur, and wore a rose net tutu similar to the one the dog sported around its hindquarters.

				Currently Skye’s attention was riveted on a girl standing center stage tossing two burning batons and reciting:

				The boy stood on the burning deck,

				Whence all but him had fled;

				The flame that lit the battle’s wreck

				Shone round him o’er the dead.

				Suddenly Ruby erupted through the doors leading into the bar. A hush fell over the crowd as Ruby shouted, “I’ve been vandalized!”

				Skye rushed off the stage. “What happened? Were you attacked? Where?” Ruby looked fine. Her leopard-print miniskirt and black silk blouse were undamaged. There wasn’t a hair out of place in her blond pageboy, and her makeup wasn’t smeared.

				“I’m fine, but when I get ahold of the prick who tore up my car, he won’t be.” Ruby whirled on her stiletto heels and marched away. “Come look.”

				Skye, followed closely by Bunny, the talent show contestants trailing them like baby ducks, trooped outside. As they neared the bowling alley parking lot, the blare of an alarm assaulted Skye’s ears.

				She hadn’t seen Ruby’s car before, but when Wally had told her that Ruby drove a pink Cadillac, she had felt a certain sense of solidarity with the blonde. Skye herself drove a 1957 aqua Bel Air, a big car in an unusual color. She had pictured Ruby’s car as a pretty pastel, like the ones the cosmetic ladies drove. She had been wrong—very, very wrong.

				The pink of Ruby’s car was closer to neon, and the Eldorado had been fitted with a miniature statue of David for a hood ornament. It was anatomically correct—and he wasn’t wearing a fig leaf. There were several snickers and pointing fingers in the crowd as people realized what they were seeing.

				Ruby, ignoring the group’s reaction to her choice of art, threw out her arms in the direction of the decimated vehicle and ordered, “Look what someone’s done to my baby.”

				The doors hung open at odd angles, and objects that had been inside the car now littered the asphalt. The upholstery had been skinned from the seats, chunks of foam had been dug out and dotted the area around the car, the dashboard had been ripped off, and the carpet peeled back from the floor. Even the ceiling fabric hung in shreds like the tassels on a stripper’s costume. It was evident the Cadillac had been searched, and the searcher didn’t care about the damage inflicted.

				Skye examined the destruction. “I’ll call the police.”

				“No!” Ruby grabbed her arm. “I mean, let’s not get carried away. Sorry to rile everyone up. I’m sure it was just kids having some fun.”

				Skye raised an eyebrow. “Kids in Scumble River do not have this kind of fun.”

				Bunny stepped between the two women, and although she gave her friend a puzzled glance, she said to Skye, “Ruby meant that she didn’t want to ruin some kid’s life for one mistake, not that the kids in Scumble River are bad.”

				“We have to call the police.” Skye crossed her arms. She knew something was going on, and she wasn’t letting Ruby and Bunny float down the river of denial. Wally needed to get to the bottom of it.

				“Suit yourself, but I’m not pressing charges,” Ruby said. “In fact, I’ll tell them I did it all myself.” She looked down at Skye, which was easy to do, since she had five inches on her even without the high-heeled shoes. “As long as I don’t file an insurance claim, no crime has been committed. There’s not a thing the cops can do.” Ruby turned her back on Skye and said to the people standing around them, “Anyone know a good garage that can repair this damage?”

				Skye ground her teeth in frustration. What was this woman up to? Ignoring the crowd, which was now shouting out places where Ruby could take her car to be fixed, Skye crossed the parking lot, marched into the bowling alley, around the bar, and didn’t stop until she was sitting behind the desk in the office. She was going to call Simon. Maybe he’d have an idea.

				“What? You’re kidding.” Simon had picked up on the first ring, and Skye had immediately launched into an account of Ruby’s latest escapade. “I’ll be right over.”

				“What’s the use? If Ruby doesn’t press charges or make an insurance claim, there’s nothing the police can do.” Skye twirled the phone cord around her finger. “The big question is why doesn’t she want to involve the police? Did Wally tell you anything when you talked to him yesterday afternoon?”

				“No. He avoided answering most of my questions. All he would say was that Ruby had explained her actions to his satisfaction, paid the tickets for reckless driving and obscene display, which is a misdemeanor, and allowed Wally to confiscate the items to be destroyed.”

				“Did he at least tell you her full real name?” Skye asked. Why was Wally protecting Ruby?

				“Jones. The name on her driver’s license is Ruby Jones.” Simon made a scornful noise.

				“I wonder which husband that name’s from.” Skye tapped her fingers on the desk. “Guess it’s time to call your friend in Vegas and see if he can tell you anything.”

				“I’ll do that. Even with a common name like Jones, there can’t be that many six-foot-tall, full-figured Rubys who owned sex stores.”

				“You wouldn’t think so, but I’ve heard some strange things about Las Vegas.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				Out of the Mouths of Blondes

				Skye scanned the group of people that had assembled in the bowling alley bar for Team Trivia and wondered if the winner of last night’s talent contest had come back. Not that she would recognize him if he were there. The guy had worn a gorilla mask during his comedy routine and signed in as Lenny Bruce.

				Since Skye was pretty sure the famous comedian had not risen from his grave in order to perform in Scumble River, she thought it a safe bet that Mr. Anonymous had used a false name. But why?

				Before she could come up with a guess, her attention was diverted to a group of teens attempting to oust people from their seats by tipping their chairs forward. Once someone fell from the chair, the teens claimed the seat. Skye caught the ringleader’s eye and pointed to the entrance. The girl pasted an innocent expression on her face and shrugged helplessly. Skye pointed again. The sign hanging on the door was clear. It read STANDING ROOM ONLY! The teens scowled, relinquished the stolen seats, and marched out of the bar.

				Skye let out the breath she’d been holding. She hated to see the kids go—she knew there was little for them to do in town—but the place was too crowded to deal with any group that would cause problems.

				Bunny had brought in extra chairs, but still people stood, leaned, knelt, and sat on the floor. Skye was surprised that such a large crowd had turned out on a weeknight just for a game of trivia.

				So many wanted to play that Bunny had had to decree that they would use a lottery system to select the contestants. Skye had collected the strips of paper, and now held a recycled pickled-egg jar crammed full of the tickets.

				Bunny mounted the stage, dragging a reluctant Ruby after her. She took the mike from Skye and announced, “Our special guest from Las Vegas, Nevada, Miss Ruby, will draw twenty names. There will be four teams of five. Team One will play Team Two, and Team Three will play Team Four; then the winners of the first two rounds will play the third round for the grand prizes.

				“Everyone ready?”

				The audience roared its approval, and Ruby started picking slips from the jar. Skye only half listened as the names were called out. She recognized most, although one or two weren’t familiar. Suddenly she froze as Ruby announced, “Earl Doozier is our lucky thirteenth contestant.”

				A man wearing sweatpants and a flannel shirt pushed his way through the crowd. He was skinny except for the bowling ball–sized potbelly that hung over the elastic waist of his pants. His mud-brown hair formed a horseshoe around the back of his head.

				Skye struggled to keep her expression neutral as he climbed the steps up to the stage, but she just couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea of Earl Doozier on a trivia team. She was afraid to imagine his answers.

				Earl was the patriarch of the Red Raggers, a clan who always seemed to turn up whenever there was trouble. They didn’t necessarily initiate the problem, but they also never missed an opportunity to contribute to the chaos.

				The Dooziers were tough to describe to anyone who hadn’t grown up with the legend of the Red Raggers. The best Skye could come up with was a tribe of outsiders who didn’t want to be insiders. She had established a good relationship with Earl through working with his many children, sisters, brothers, nieces, and nephews in her job as a school psychologist, but for the most part the Dooziers kept to themselves.

				So why on earth was Earl at the bowling alley signed up to play Team Trivia? The only reason she could think of was that he had once told her he’d learned everything he knew from the two wise men, Jack Daniel’s and Jose Cuervo; and for tonight’s game Bunny had persuaded the owner of the Brown Bag Liquor Store to donate five gift certificates. Maybe he wanted the prize to further his education.

				The rest of the participants were chosen, and when the game began, Skye slipped away to check on how things were going in the rest of the bowling alley.

				She hurried through her checklist, wanting to be back in time to see Earl play when it was his team’s turn. The lanes were doing fine, and the cook appeared to have things under control in the kitchen, but Frannie Ryan, the grill’s waitress, was having a rough time.

				The teenagers who had been kicked out of the bar had settled at the counter, and they were obviously intent on humiliating Frannie.

				Skye narrowed her eyes. Frannie was one of the coeditors of the high school newspaper that Skye supervised, and she had been through a lot with Skye, even once helping to save her life. The mean teens had picked the wrong person, time, and place to attack.

				As Skye strode toward them she heard the leader of the pack, a girl named Blair, say to Frannie, “So, do you get all the free food you can eat? Is that why you’re as big as an elephant?”

				Frannie was solidly built and would never be a size two or even a twelve, a trait that caused her much heartache.

				Skye felt a flare of anger. She didn’t put up with bullying of any kind, and being on the curvy side herself, she especially didn’t allow fat bashing. She paused for a second to get control of her temper, and while she was composing herself, Ruby swooped down on the group.

				The older woman put her hands on the back of Blair’s stool and leaned over her shoulder. “You know, honey, I’ve been facing down underfed, ignorant ego busters like you my whole life, and they’ve never won.”

				One of the others at the counter jeered, “Maybe if you’d lose some weight, you wouldn’t have to keep ‘facing people down.’ ”

				Ruby moved over to the boy who was speaking, bent down, and spoke into his ear. “Sweetheart, I’ve had five husbands, one of them a duke, made and lost millions of dollars, and traveled around the world. Do you really think your itty-bitty, no-account opinion means anything to me?” Ruby straightened and flicked him on the arm with her thumb and index finger. “Kids like you may be big shots during your teenage years, but in the real world you generally end up digging ditches or working for someone you looked down your nose at in high school.”

				The teens exchanged uneasy glances. They weren’t used to people talking back and making them feel bad about themselves.

				Although Skye hated to interrupt Ruby when the older woman was on a roll, she couldn’t in good conscience let her attack students from her high school, even obnoxious ones. But she wouldn’t let them get away scot-free either. She preferred to use the behavior-management technique of consequences, so she said, “Kids, I’m afraid I have to ask you to leave the bowling alley. We have a no-bullying policy here, and you’ve broken the rules.”

				Blair twitched her shoulders. “Whatever.” Then she turned to the others and said loudly, “Let’s get out of here before we start to look like these three—Fatty, Fatter, and Fattest.”

				There was some grumbling, but the six teens grudgingly got to their feet and shuffled away. As they rounded the corner Blair’s voice floated back toward where Skye, Frannie, and Ruby stood: “We should have known better than to hang out anywhere Fat Frannie was. People might think we’re her friends. Wouldn’t that be mortifying?”

				Blair’s words had hit their mark. Frannie burst into tears and fled into the stockroom. Skye and Ruby were quick to follow. They found the teen sitting on the floor with her back against the wall.

				Skye sat next to her and said conversationally, “You know, this is what those girls wanted—your crying over what they said makes them the winners.”

				Frannie shrugged, drew up her knees, and buried her face in them.

				Skye opened her mouth, then closed it without speaking. It was tempting to launch into a speech on coping with bullies, but she knew the real art of counseling was not only to say the right thing at the right time, but also to leave the wrong thing unsaid.

				Ruby, on the other hand, felt no such restriction. She pulled an old chrome chair in front of where Frannie and Skye sat, eased onto the cracked vinyl seat, and crossed her legs. “I’m pretty sure that girl was a skinny, evil witch, but we’d better make sure.”

				Frannie sniffed, continuing to stare at the floor. “What do you mean, make sure?”

				“We need to run her through the test to be positive,” Ruby said, maintaining a serious expression but winking at Skye, who shot her a puzzled look.

				Frannie straightened and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “What’s the test?”

				“There are five questions, and you have to answer yes to all of them to classify someone as a skinny, evil witch.” Ruby held up one finger. “First, would that person split a salad with four friends and call it a meal?”

				Frannie nodded. “I’ve seen Blair do that in the cafeteria with the other ‘in’ girls.”

				Ruby put up a second finger. “Would she claim she was full after eating a package of airline peanuts?”

				“Definitely.” Frannie started to smile. “I’ve seen Blair eat one M & M.”

				“Three: Would she count carbs even at a health-food restaurant?”

				“That one’s tougher. We don’t have health food in Scumble River.” Frannie pursed her mouth, thinking.

				“I’m pretty sure we can say yes,” Skye contributed. “It’s the thought that counts.”

				“Is her idea of a great conversation one that consists mainly of the words sit-ups, crunches, and treadmilling?” Ruby went on.

				“Absolutely.” Frannie grinned. “It’s all she ever talks about.”

				“And last, but most important, does she ever say, ‘I’m not hungry, I ate yesterday?’”

				Frannie was now beaming. “Yes, yes, yes! I’ve heard her say that.”

				Ruby nodded solemnly. “Then I pronounce Miss Blair a skinny, evil witch. Do you think she’ll want the T-shirt prize?”

				Skye left Ruby and Frannie laughing and went back into the bar. She had missed the second round of the trivia game, but by some miracle, Earl’s team had made it into the finals, and she watched as one of the opposition answered a question correctly.

				Next Bunny turned to Earl, and, reading from an index card, asked, “Name the four seasons.”

				Earl scratched his crotch, then answered confidently, “Salt, pepper, catsup, and . . .” He chewed his thumbnail. “Tabasco sauce.”

				The audience roared, Skye cringed, and the rest of Team Three scowled.

				Bunny went through another group of questions, and when she once again came to Earl, she announced, “The teams are tied at seven points each. If Earl gets this correct, Team Three wins.” She waited for silence, then read, “According to the Bible, what happened on Easter Sunday?”

				Earl stuck his finger in his ear, dug for a while, then examined what he had mined. Finally he said, “Jesus came back from the dead as a giant rabbit and hid eggs for all the good little kids.”

				The spectators went wild with laughter, completely ignoring Bunny’s attempts to quiet them. Both team captains were shouting that their team had won. Skye stood at the back wondering what to do. She was afraid the crowd would get violent if Bunny didn’t regain control soon.

				Suddenly, over the commotion, a fire alarm sounded, and seconds later Skye heard the sirens of a fire truck heading their way.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				Blondes Are the Dark Roots of All Evil

				The firefighters cleared the building, and while everyone stood around the parking lot trying to figure out what was going on, Bunny declared the trivia contest a tie and promised that both teams would receive equal prizes.

				After a half hour, most of the crowd drifted away, disappointed that there were no flames shooting out from the building’s windows and no bodies plummeting from the roof. It was past ten on a work night, and if there wasn’t any blood and guts, they figured they might as well go home and catch the late news on TV, which could be counted on for at least one shot of a bleeding corpse.

				By the time the fire department stated that the bowling alley was safe to reenter, there were only a handful of people remaining, and most of them had a good reason to be there.

				Skye stood between Bunny and Simon, a position she found rather symbolic, since mother and son had been sniping at one another since Simon’s arrival minutes after the firefighters had evacuated the place. They were all shivering, since Bunny and Skye hadn’t been allowed to go back into the building for their jackets, and Simon had left the funeral home in such a hurry he had forgotten to grab his overcoat.

				Frannie, Ruby, and Earl Doozier were an odd threesome sitting on dilapidated lawn chairs that Earl had produced from the trunk of his ancient Buick Regal. Ruby’s contribution to the gathering was a silver flask, which she and Earl were passing back and forth while Frannie watched in fascinated silence. Skye kept an eye on the group to make sure Ruby and Earl didn’t decide to include the teenager in their party.

				Another trio consisted of Skye’s parents and Charlie. Although Charlie’s business was operating the motor court, his true avocation was running Scumble River. He held no public office, except that of school board president, but he was the big cheese in town. Between him and Skye’s mother, thanks to her job as a police dispatcher, they knew everything that was worth knowing about the community, and some things that were probably better left secret.

				Skye’s parents had shown up to make sure she was safe after hearing the emergency call on their police scanner, and then withdrew to discuss the situation out of her earshot. Both were convinced that Skye was still a child and needed their help in all matters.

				Charlie had heard about the fire the same way that May and Jed had, as had nearly everyone in town, since most people owned a scanner, finding it more amusing to listen to than most television shows. Scumble Riverites had discovered the allure of reality programming long before the TV executives started putting it on the air.

				The remaining group hanging around consisted of males of a certain age who turned out to watch whenever there was a fire call. Skye recognized most of them, but a few were unfamiliar. She figured they were probably men who had been at the bowling alley when the alarm sounded.

				Something glinted to Skye’s right, and she squinted in that direction. A man stood off to the side, in the shadow of the shop next door. Could he be the person who wore the gorilla mask to tell jokes in the talent show the night before? He had the same build and posture, but without a face to go by, she couldn’t be sure. Something had struck her about last night’s comic, but she couldn’t quite remember what it was. What had she noticed that made him stick out?

				The fire chief interrupted her rumination by holding out his hand to Simon and saying, “Mr. Reid, good news. There’s no sign of a fire anywhere in the building.”

				Simon shook the chief’s hand, and asked, “What caused the alarm to go off?”

				“As far as we can tell, it was triggered in the upstairs apartment. It looks as if someone burned something in a wastebasket up there and didn’t quite put it out.” The chief took off his helmet and scratched his head. “You’ve got a very sensitive smoke-detection system, and the smoldering paper would have been enough to set it off.”

				“That’s strange.” Simon wrinkled his brow. “My mother lives in that apartment, and she was down in the bowling alley.” He turned to Bunny. “Did you go back upstairs for anything?”

				“No. I haven’t been in my apartment since six, when I changed clothes for tonight’s contest.” Bunny smoothed the pristine white embroidered jeans that clung to her like the peel on a banana. The matching shirt had a mesh vee down the front that reached nearly to her waist.

				Skye noticed that the fire chief could barely take his eyes from Bunny’s silicone valley, which made her aware of her own less-than-attractive appearance. She wore the same clothes she had put on to come to work at noon—black jeans and an emerald-green turtleneck that matched her eyes. They were both covered with smudges and stains from helping people exit the building in an orderly fashion. How had Bunny remained so spotless?

				“Who else has a key to your apartment, Mrs. Reid?” The fire chief withdrew a small notebook from an inside pocket.

				“Please, call me Bunny. ‘Mrs. Reid’ makes me feel so old.”

				“I’d be honored.”

				Skye hadn’t noticed Charlie join the group until she heard him clear his throat and saw him frown at the chief, who ignored him. Skye made a face. She knew Charlie and Bunny had dated back in November, when the redhead had first arrived in town, but she thought that was over. Had they started up again?

				The chief repeated his question. “So, Bunny, who else has a key to your apartment?”

				“Let’s see.” Bunny tapped her cheek with a red-tipped nail. “Sonny Boy.”

				“That would be Mr. Reid?”

				Simon nodded brusquely and frowned at his mother.

				“Were you in the apartment tonight?”

				“No.”

				“Anyone else, Bunny?” the chief probed.

				Bunny was silent, as was Simon, so Skye suggested, “How about Ruby?”

				“What about Ruby?” The blonde had sidled up next to Charlie, and was looking him over appreciatively.

				“I thought you might have a key to Bunny’s apartment, since you’re staying with her,” Skye explained. “The fire chief wants to know who has one.”

				“Yes, Bunny gave me a spare.” Ruby turned her attention to the chief, laying a hand on his arm. “I hope that doesn’t mean you think I deliberately set the fire. I’d be ever so upset if you thought badly of me.”

				It was hard to tell, since the chief’s face was deeply tanned, but Skye could swear he blushed.

				“No,” he stammered, “of course not. It looks like an accident. Maybe you burned something in the wastebasket earlier and didn’t realize it was still smoldering?”

				A strange expression crossed Ruby’s face, but she quickly rearranged her features and produced a single tear. “Oh, my, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. How awful of me to abuse Bunny’s hospitality like that.” She clutched the chief’s hand. “I was paying bills and I wanted to destroy the invoices. You know, they keep warning and warning you about identity theft, so I burned them. I was sure the fire was out. I can’t believe I was that careless.”

				The chief put his free arm around Ruby’s shoulders. “Don’t you worry about it, ma’am. No harm done. My boys needed the practice anyway.” He turned to Simon. “I’m sure you agree, Reid, that accidents happen.”

				Simon glanced from his mother to the blonde cuddling in the chief’s arms, and shrugged. “Can’t argue with that. Some things are inevitable.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				Nip It in the Blonde

				“Trust Bunny to have an alarming finish for something as tame as a trivia game,” Simon commented to Skye as she drove them toward her cottage.

				After the fire chief had finished talking to them, Simon had gone home to drop off his car. Skye had followed a few minutes later and picked him up.

				Six months ago, Skye and Simon had finally taken the big step and spent the night together. Since then, continuing the intimate side of their relationship without the whole town finding out that they were sleeping together had been a challenge.

				Despite the casual attitude toward sex that Hollywood portrayed in the movies, small-town Scumble River took a dim view of its unmarried citizens hopping in and out of bed with one another. Not that the town singles didn’t have premarital sex; they just had to be a lot more discreet than if they lived in Chicago.

				This posed a bigger problem for Skye and Simon than most, because both their jobs put them in the public eye. In addition, each drove extremely distinctive cars, and Skye’s mother worked as a police dispatcher—the officer on patrol would definitely tell her if he saw Simon’s Lexus parked at Skye’s cottage all night.

				Now, as Skye maneuvered the Bel Air into her driveway, she wondered if Simon’s staying over was a good idea. It had been a long day, and she felt anything but attractive in her dirty clothes with her hair morphed from its usual smooth curtain into a mass of wild curls.

				She planned her strategy as she fitted the key into the lock. First, she’d divert his attention. “I was surprised that Xavier didn’t come over to see if Frannie was okay.” Xavier was Frannie’s father and worked for Simon as embalmer and assistant funeral director. “Did you call him and let him know she was safe?”

				“He was in Kankakee. Tuesday nights are his martial-arts classes. I don’t think he gets home until midnight or so.”

				“Oh.” As Skye entered her cottage foyer, a big black cat appeared and began rubbing against her ankles. She picked him up and scratched under his chin. “What’s wrong, Bingo? Are you a hungry kitty?” The feline purred louder and wiggled out of her embrace.

				Simon leaned down to pet him. “What’s up, fella? Can’t take all this attention?”

				Turning to Simon, Skye put phase two of her plan into action—keep Simon occupied while she fixed herself up. “Could you take care of Bingo for me while I take a quick shower? Give him one can of Fancy Feast, fresh water, and sift his litter box.”

				Skye fled into her bedroom while Simon was still nodding his agreement. Fifteen minutes later, she was clean—smelling of Chanel No. 5 rather than sweat—her hair had been tamed into a French braid, and she was dressed in a jade-green satin chemise and matching kimono.

				She was now ready for phase three—seduction. She walked out of her bedroom and purred, “Simon, darling, I’m ready.”

				There was no response. Where was he? She moved farther into the great room. Simon was sprawled on the couch. He had taken off his suit jacket, tie, shoes, and socks; rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and untucked it; and apparently started to read the paper before exhaustion had won. He was fast asleep.

				Skye sighed, draped an afghan over him, and went into the kitchen for a midnight snack. If she couldn’t have one treat, she’d have to settle for another kind.

				Mmm. What did she feel like? Something soothing. She opened the freezer door. Ah, just the thing, chocolate ice cream with marshmallow-fluff topping—one or two scoops?

				She stood with the spoon poised over the carton, listening to her good angel argue with her bad one about portion size, when a husky voice murmured, “Got enough to share?” Simon leaned against the archway separating the great room from the kitchen. He had shed his shirt, and his muscular chest glowed with a bronze sheen.

				The underlying sensuality of his words made her tremble.

				He moved toward her and wrapped her in his arms, then whispered into her hair, “You weren’t really planning to let me sleep on the couch all night, were you?”

				She put her arms around his neck and inhaled his scent. “I thought maybe you needed the rest.”

				Simon tightened his embrace, molding her soft curves to the contours of his lean body. “Do I seem tired to you?” His mouth covered hers hungrily.

				Parting her lips, she raised herself to meet his kiss, and she heard him groan deep within his throat.

				His hand slid up the silky fabric of her nightgown until it found her breast. His stroking fingers sent pleasant jolts through Skye. Simon’s lips left hers and seared a path from her earlobe to her bare shoulder. Her breathing was uneven, and she managed to gasp only one word: “Bedroom?”

				He freed one arm and snagged the carton of ice cream from the counter.

				Skye thought he would put it back into the freezer so it wouldn’t melt, but he said, “Let’s take this with us.”

				She wondered what he had in mind, shivering at the possibilities.

				* * *

				Skye stretched and yawned before turning to look at the clock radio. Shit! It was already after eight. Why hadn’t Simon woken her? He was always up by six, no matter how late he got to sleep.

				She was supposed to be at her mother’s by nine to accompany May to the hospital. She had finally convinced her mom to get a mammogram, and she wasn’t letting May weasel out of it.

				Throwing off the covers, she leaped out of bed, then glanced back, looking for her robe. Simon was still fast asleep, a satisfied smile on his handsome face. She kissed him lightly on the lips and headed for the bathroom.

				A half hour later, she was dressed in navy wool slacks and baby-blue twinset. Simon had finally woken up and was showering. While he got ready, she gulped down a cup of tea and a piece of toast.

				By the time she went back to the bedroom for her shoes, he was zipping his pants.

				He kissed her and said, “I need to leave some things over here. I hate putting on dirty clothes the next morning.”

				Skye froze. Leaving clothes at each other’s places was getting perilously close to moving in together, and she was not ready for that. Was she? She murmured something noncommittal, then said, “Sorry to rush you, but I’ve got to be at Mom’s in ten minutes, and if I’m late she’ll chicken out.”

				“No problem, let’s go.” As they got into the car he said, “I’m going to do some investigating this morning about Ruby. Give me a call when you get back, and I’ll let you know what I find out.”

				“I should be back by noon and at the bowling alley by one. Don’t forget tonight is karaoke, and I expect you to sing to me.”

				“That’s about as likely to happen as my finding out that Ruby is working for the CIA.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				I Know Why the Caged Blonde Sings

				Skye had discovered one of life’s little truths: A karaoke machine brought out every bad singer within a thirty-mile radius, and they were all intent on being first to demonstrate why they shouldn’t even consider packing their bags and moving to Nashville or Hollywood.

				Skye looked around the bowling alley’s bar; once again, the room was overcrowded. When they had brought out the equipment, and the horde rushed the stage, she had been afraid they were in for a riot. But Bunny had handed out numbers and assured everyone they would get a turn, which meant that at the rate they were going, some of the people possessing the higher digits might be singing at dawn.

				The lady currently in possession of the microphone was droning the longest version of “Danny Boy” ever heard outside of Ireland. Skye narrowed her eyes. Was that pink fur beginning to grow on the woman’s arm? No, maybe not, but even so, Skye could detect a distinct resemblance to the Energizer Bunny—she just kept singing and singing and singing.

				Normally Skye would have slipped out of the bar and hidden somewhere with a good book until the musical mayhem was over. Unfortunately, tonight she was trapped. The bartender hadn’t shown up for work, and she’d been forced to fill in for him. Considering her limited knowledge of mixing cocktails, it was a good thing most of the crowd drank beer or some other form of malt beverage from a can, bottle, or keg.

				She scanned the room as she filled two mugs from the Budweiser tap. Where was Ruby? The blonde hadn’t been around since Skye had gotten to the bowling alley that afternoon. When asked, Bunny had claimed ignorance of Ruby’s whereabouts, and then become busy elsewhere, avoiding further questions.

				The final strains of “Danny Boy” had barely faded when a man wearing a white jumpsuit, dark glasses, and a wig with long sideburns claimed the stage. Somehow, Skye wasn’t shocked when he started to sing “Love Me Tender,” though she was a bit surprised that he was good.

				Skye paused in midpour to inspect the Elvis impersonator. He seemed familiar, but with the costume and all it was hard to tell. Was he someone from town?

				Her concentration on figuring out Elvis’s true identity was broken when Hacker, the missing bartender, materialized at her side, startling her. She dropped the mug she was holding, and it shattered as it hit the floor.

				“Damn!” Skye immediately knelt to pick up the jagged pieces, bumping into the power-washing gear the cleaning crew had stored behind the bar. She made a mental note to ask Bunny how long that equipment would have to stay there. It was really in the way.

				Hacker lowered himself much more slowly. His hands shook as he attempted to help clean up the shards.

				“Are you sick?” Skye asked, keeping her voice low. He looked awful. His eyes were like two poached eggs, and his normally olive skin was yellow. The hula girl he had tattooed on his right biceps appeared old and jaundiced.

				“I’m fine.” His normal gravelly voice squeaked as though he were just entering puberty.

				“Then where were you?” Skye checked her watch. “You’re two hours late.”

				“I got held up. Sorry.”

				Skye frowned. Hacker had appeared in town shortly after the bowling alley opened. He was not originally from Scumble River, and it was obvious that he had led a hard life. Skye’s best guess was that he was in his fifties, but he could be ten years younger or older. His face had a lived-in quality that made his age hard to estimate. He was going bald on top, but wore what was left of his brown hair in a scraggly ponytail.

				Bunny had hired him without asking for references, and Simon had been worried, but up until tonight Hacker had been reliable and an excellent bartender.

				Skye wondered if he had been drugging. Soon after he’d begun working at the bar, Bunny had confided to Skye that she had met Hacker at her Narcotics Anonymous meetings.

				They finished cleaning up the broken glass and got everyone at the bar served without further conversation. Skye was sitting on a stool, keeping an eye on Hacker and trying to decide what to do, when Simon took the seat beside her.

				A woman dressed like Madonna was belting out “Like a Virgin,” so he leaned close and asked, “How are things going around here?”

				Skye cut her eyes toward Hacker and whispered in Simon’s ear, “He was two hours late and looks like crap, but he claims he’s fine.”

				Simon examined the bartender. “Can you cover for him? I want to know what’s up.”

				“Sure. I want to know too.”

				Simon walked over to the older man, spoke to him briefly, and then headed out of the bar toward the bowling alley office. Hacker reluctantly followed him.

				From the stage, Bunny watched Hacker and Simon leave with a worried expression.

				Skye had served seven beers, a bottle of hard lemonade, and two Zimas by the time the men returned. Hacker took over without comment, and she joined Simon, who was standing by the door.

				Simon put his arm around her. “Let’s take a walk.”

				She nodded and he led her outside, saying as the doors closed behind them, “That’s better. The off-key singing was getting to me.”

				Skye leaned against him. “You should try listening to it for more than two hours.”

				“Poor baby.” His lips brushed her forehead. “Seems like they’re having fun, though.”

				“Yep. So far Bunny’s Spring Break Bash has been very good for business.” Skye twisted a little to look at Simon. “What’s the story with Hacker?”

				“He got jumped and was embarrassed to admit that someone got the better of him in a fight.”

				“Where? Here in town?” Skye was amazed. She had never heard of a mugging anywhere in the area.

				“Right here in Scumble River.”

				Skye knew she had been listening to karaoke too long, because she half expected Simon to start singing a Scumble River version of “Trouble” from The Music Man.

				To her disappointment, Simon continued without bursting into song. “Hacker says he was supposed to meet Ruby at the Dew Drop Inn this afternoon around four. He was walking into the tavern when he heard a commotion in the alley, so he went over to see what was happening and someone grabbed him from behind, pressed a gun into his back, and said, ‘Hand it over.’ ”

				“He was meeting Ruby.” Skye shook her head. “Why am I not surprised that she’s somehow involved in Scumble River’s first mugging?”

				“I thought Bunny was a pain when she first arrived, but Ruby could give her lessons.” Simon paused, his expression sour. “Come to think of it, I hope she isn’t giving her lessons.”

				“So what happened?”

				“Hacker said he had no idea what the robber wanted him to hand over, and when he said as much the guy hit him behind the ear with the gun and he passed out.”

				“No wonder he looks so bad. He shouldn’t be at work. He probably has a concussion.” Skye started to go back inside. “I can finish his shift. He needs to go home. Did he see a doctor or go to the hospital?”

				Simon grabbed her hand and stopped her. “He wants to work. He refuses to see a doctor—I offered to pay because I thought he might not have the money. He says he’s okay except for a tremendous headache, but he said it’s no worse than some hangovers he’s had.”

				“Oh.” Skye allowed herself to be drawn back into Simon’s arms.

				“Hacker did say that when he woke up he had been thoroughly searched, but nothing was missing.” Simon stiffened as the door behind them whooshed open, but relaxed once the laughing group walked past them toward the parking lot. “I’m worried that you or Bunny might be attacked next.”

				“I think it’s pretty clear by now that Ruby has something that someone else wants.”

				“And whoever that someone is, he doesn’t care who he hurts to get it.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				Make the Best of a Bad Blonde

				“Did Hacker report being attacked to the police?” Skye asked suddenly.

				It was three a.m., karaoke had finally ended an hour ago, and they were nearly finished cleaning up. The grill closed at eleven, so Frannie and the cook were long gone.

				Simon was washing glasses behind the bar, having persuaded the bartender to go home when they locked the door. He wiped his forehead, leaving a trail of bubbles, and said, “Not yet. He hasn’t had the best experience with the authorities in the past, but I assured him Wally was different, and he promised to talk to him tomorrow. I said I’d go with him if he’d feel more comfortable.”

				“You’re a good man, Charlie Brown.” Skye smiled at Simon, thinking how few guys would be so kind to someone like Hacker. “Have you told your mother what happened?”

				“Yes, she claims she has no idea what Ruby has or who’s trying to get it, but I think she knows more than she’s admitting.”

				“I’d bet big bucks you’re right.” Skye finished emptying the last ashtray and started wiping down the tables. “Is Ruby back yet?”

				“Yes. I sent Bunny up to the apartment to check after we closed up, and she said Ruby was there fast asleep.”

				“How annoying, though it’s probably best for us to question her when we’re a little more wide-awake ourselves.”

				Simon put the last glass in the drainer, wiped his hands on a towel, and came out from behind the bar. “True. She won’t be an easy one to crack.”

				“That’s for sure.” Skye threw the dishcloth into the laundry bag and wiped her hands dry on her jeans. “Done.” She sank onto a chair and blew a strand of hair out of her eyes. “Oh, I forgot to ask you, did you get ahold of your friend in Las Vegas? Did he know Ruby or anything about her?”

				“I did talk to him. He said something about her sounded familiar, but he couldn’t remember.” Simon took Skye’s hand, tugged her back onto her feet, and led her out of the bar. “He’s going to dig around a little and get back to me.”

				They found Bunny in the office, a pencil poked through the mass of red curls on top of her head, finishing up the bank deposit.

				Skye kissed the older woman’s cheek. “Good night, Bunny. See you tomorrow afternoon for the Easter-egg hunt.”

				Bunny didn’t look up from the old-fashioned adding machine she was using. “Night.”

				“Get some sleep, Bunny. You can do that in the morning.” Simon awkwardly patted his mother on the shoulder. He still couldn’t bring himself to call her “Mom,” and found it difficult to display affection.

				“Night, Sonny Boy.” Bunny waved at him, still concentrating on the numbers in front of her. “I’m almost done.”

				Skye and Simon walked out to the parking lot, and he opened the car door for her. “What time are you getting to the alley tomorrow?”

				“The kids arrive at two thirty to dye the eggs, and then Frannie and some other teens I’ve drafted will take them down into the basement and play a few games while Bunny and I hide the eggs. Charlie’s dressing as the Easter Bunny, and is appearing at four to officially start the hunt.” Skye slid into the driver’s seat. “So I guess I should get here about one to get the egg-dyeing stations set up. We’re expecting about a hundred kids.”

				“Could you come a little early so we can talk to Ruby first?”

				“Definitely.”

				Simon leaned forward and kissed her. “In fact, why don’t I pick you up at eleven and we go for an early lunch?”

				Skye reached up and caressed his cheek. “Make it eleven thirty. You didn’t let me get much rest last night, and I need my beauty sleep.”

				* * *

				Skye struggled to wake up. She had hit the snooze button several times and knew that if she didn’t get up soon, Simon would be ringing her doorbell while she was in the shower. Maybe she should give him a key. He’d been hinting for the last month or so that he wanted one, and had offered to make her a copy of his, but she wasn’t sure that was a step she wanted to take at this point in their relationship.

				She had only ever been this intimate with one other man, and look how poorly that had turned out. He had jilted her and left her broke and out of a job.

				But now wasn’t the time to think about that. She had to get dressed, interrogate Ruby, and help a hundred children dye Easter eggs. Deciding whether to exchange keys with her boyfriend would have to wait.

				She rolled over and swung her legs out of bed, her eyes still closed. Her toe encountered something warm and furry, and an infuriated yowl informed her it was Bingo. She had fed the cat when she got home at three thirty, hoping to appease him into letting her sleep past his usual six o’clock hunger alarm.

				It must have worked, because instead of rousing her he had been snoozing on the throw rug by the side of her bed. Stepping on his tail had not been the best way to wake him. He narrowed his golden eyes, hissed, and ran out of the room.

				Skye swept a sheaf of hair out of her face, and dragged herself into the bathroom. She hoped Bingo wouldn’t punish her by using someplace other than his litter box for his morning pee. She had tried behavior modification on the feline, but she was afraid he had altered her own conduct more than she had changed his.

				After a quick shower, she stood in front of her closet as she blew-dry her hair. What to put on? In her heart, she yearned to start wearing spring clothes, but even though it was the last day in March, the temperature was expected to get only into the low forties. Also, there was the question of the Easter-egg dye. Did she really want to risk a new outfit?

				Fighting the temptation to give in to vanity, she grabbed a pair of jeans and a navy sweatshirt with a bright orange U OF I printed on the front. Might as well support her alma mater if she couldn’t wear something pretty.

				Simon arrived as she was lacing up her sneakers. She grabbed her jacket and purse and kissed him, then said, “I’m famished. Let’s go.” She’d missed supper the night before due to her unexpected bartending duties, and hadn’t had time for breakfast.

				“We can’t have you starving to death.” Simon took her hand and led her to his car. “Where would you like to go?”

				“Gee, I don’t know. We aren’t exactly a matched set this morning.” Simon was dressed for work in a dark suit, shirt, and tie. Skye felt shabby beside him. “Plus we’re in sort of a hurry, so let’s just go to the Feed Bag.”

				“You know you look beautiful whatever you wear.” Simon hugged her before tucking her into the passenger seat of the Lexus.

				Skye made a face. Simon was always a gentleman, but she knew she was far from beautiful. She had nice hair, when the humidity was low and it behaved itself, and great eyes. On a good day but she could be called “pretty,” but after less than eight hours of sleep, she was lucky to achieve “doesn’t frighten small children and dogs.”

				As they drove to the restaurant, Simon told her about the wake he had scheduled for that afternoon and evening. The deceased was a popular local man with a big family, which meant there was a lot of work to do preparing for the large crowd that was anticipated.

				Other than McDonald’s and a sandwich shop, the Feed Bag was the only restaurant in town. The owner, Tomi Jackson, had redecorated in 1984, using lots of mauve and brass, and hadn’t touched it since then. Over twenty years of hard wear were catching up with the interior. Rips in the vinyl seats had been repaired with duct tape, and smudges on the walls had been dabbed with a color that didn’t quite match the original paint.

				Skye and Simon snagged one of the last available booths, and both ordered as soon as the waitress appeared. They ate at the Feed Bag at least once a week and knew the menu by heart.

				While they were waiting for their food, Simon said, “I went with Hacker to the police station this morning.”

				“What did Wally have to say about his being attacked?”

				“It was a little strange. I could tell he was interested, maybe even angry, but he didn’t say anything. He just asked Hacker some questions, took a report, and thanked him for coming in.”

				Skye squeezed a lime wedge into her Diet Coke. “I sure wish we could get Wally to tell us what he knows.”

				Simon’s voice was mild, but there was an underlying tone Skye couldn’t quite put her finger on. “Have you tried to talk to him?”

				“No.” She fought to keep her expression neutral. This was dangerous ground. She and Simon had never discussed the “Wally issue,” and she certainly didn’t want to do it now. “I don’t think he’d tell me anything he hasn’t told you.”

				Before Simon could comment, the waitress served their food, and they dug in. Skye steered the conversation to safer topics, and they ended up discussing a trip they were hoping to take to the lake as soon as the weather got nicer.

				When they finished their meal, Simon excused himself to use the restroom. Skye sat back, sipping the rest of her soda and looking around the restaurant. It was nearly twelve thirty, and the place was packed. Most Scumble Riverites ate lunch strictly between the hours of twelve and one.

				Her gaze slipped over the diners until she came to a small table in the corner by the kitchen. It was generally reserved for the restaurant’s owner, who did all of her business from that location, but today a man sat there with his back to the wall.

				Skye squinted, but she couldn’t see his face. He was reading a newspaper that hid all of him but his hands. A huge diamond ring sparkled on his right pinkie.

				Wait a minute. She had seen that ring before. Had the gorilla-masked comic been wearing it? She closed her eyes, thinking back to Monday night. Yes, she could visualize it on his hand as he held the microphone. Then Tuesday she had noticed it glittering on the man standing in the shadows after the fire alarm went off. And last night the Elvis impersonator had had on the same ring.

				Skye wiggled in her seat. This could be the guy behind all the stuff that had been happening. She kept him in her sight until Simon returned; then she slid out of the booth and grabbed Simon’s arm, whispering in his ear, “Don’t turn around, but there’s a man at the table near the kitchen who I think has been hanging around the bowling alley since Monday. Maybe he’s the one after Ruby.”

				Simon took Skye’s elbow, and they started to walk toward the cash register to pay their bill. Suddenly he stopped and turned around, saying loudly, “Just a second. I forgot to leave the tip.”

				Skye turned too, glancing immediately toward the mystery man. The table was empty. She scanned the rest of the restaurant. He was nowhere to be seen. She touched Simon’s arm and said in a low voice, “He’s gone.”

				Simon put a few dollars on the table and moved back to Skye’s side. “How did he get past us?”

				“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “We were between him and the exit. You need to check the men’s room.”

				“I just came from there,” Simon protested. “People will think I have a bladder problem.”

				Skye gave him a little push. “Go.”

				Once Simon left, Skye approached Tomi Jackson. She was a tiny woman, though her platinum-blond beehive added several inches to her height. Ageless, she had been a part of Scumble River for as long as Skye could remember.

				During busy times, the restaurant owner often doubled as a waitress, and Skye caught her as she approached the kitchen with an order. “Hi, Tomi. Did you see that guy sitting at the back table?”

				“Sure, I waited on him.”

				“Did you notice how he left the restaurant?”

				Tomi looked at her a little strangely, but answered, “He asked me to let him go out through the kitchen. He said he wasn’t feeling well and his car was parked out back. Why?”

				“I thought I knew him from somewhere, but he disappeared before I got over to talk to him.”

				“Oh, that’s too bad. Well, if you see him tell him thanks for me. He left me the biggest tip I’ve gotten since the place opened.” Tomi waved a hundred-dollar bill in the air before returning it to her apron pocket. “He must be a real nice man.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				Of Blondes and Men

				“You can’t go up there. Ruby’s still sleeping.” Bunny stood on the bottom step of the stairway with her arms straight out, blocking their way to her apartment.

				“It’s time she woke up.” Simon gently moved his mother aside.

				“Then I’m going with you.” Bunny followed Simon as he climbed the steps.

				Skye trailed them both.

				He tapped on the door and waited. Nothing.

				“Maybe she left through the outside exit,” Bunny offered.

				Simon didn’t answer, just pounded harder.

				Skye bit her tongue to stop herself from commenting. He was obviously not in the mood for chitchat.

				Finally, after a third round of knocking, the door was flung open, and Ruby stood before them rubbing her eyes. She wore baby-doll pajamas made out of an eye-catching electric-blue stretch lace. “Where’s the fire?”

				Simon’s face darkened, and he snapped. “I don’t know. Did you set another one?”

				For a moment Ruby looked sheepish, but she stood her ground. “I said I was sorry about that. Why did you wake me?”

				“We need to talk. Now.” Simon moved forward.

				“I’m not dressed.”

				“We’ll wait.”

				She started to close the door, but Simon put a foot out. “We’ll wait inside.”

				Ruby grudgingly moved back and allowed them into the apartment, but stopped Bunny. “It’s better if I talk to them alone.”

				“Are you sure?”

				Ruby nodded. “You and I’ll talk later.”

				Bunny patted her friend’s arm and went back down the stairs.

				Ruby closed the door and said to Simon and Skye, “I may be a while.” She started toward the bedroom, words floating over her shoulder: “And I could really use some coffee.” She turned her head toward Skye. “Bring me a cup when it’s ready, hon.”

				Skye ignored the blonde’s request, and tugged Simon over to the sofa to wait for her reappearance.

				A half hour passed, and Ruby still had not come out of the bedroom. Simon was pacing up and down the small living room, which looked like a tornado had gone through it, strewing clothes, shoes, cosmetics, magazines, and empty plates and glasses on every possible surface.

				On one of his passes by the couch where Skye was sitting, he gestured to the mess and said, “Bunny likes things tidy, so this mess must be Ruby’s. She’s not much of a housekeeper, is she?”

				Before Skye could ask where he got the idea his mother liked things tidy, Ruby swept into the room and stated, “There’s where you’re wrong. I’ve been married five times, and I always keep the house.”

				Ruby settled onto the chair facing the sofa. She was now dressed in a bright pink jersey. The pants were tight, though otherwise not too outrageous, but the top consisted of a rectangle in front and crisscrossed straps in the back.

				Simon raised an eyebrow at Skye as he joined her on the couch. She shrugged. The woman’s clothes were not their problem.

				Ruby relaxed back into her seat and yawned. “What’s so urgent?”

				Simon growled, but got control of his temper when Skye dug her nails into his thigh. “We want to know what’s going on. It’s obvious someone is after something you have.”

				“I don’t know what you mean.” Ruby examined her manicure, making a moue of displeasure when she spotted a chip in the hot pink polish.

				“First the incident with the police; then your car is vandalized; this apartment is almost set on fire; and yesterday Hacker was mugged. We may live in a small town, but we aren’t stupid.”

				Ruby continued to avoid their eyes. “I never thought you were.”

				“Then tell us what’s happening,” Skye said, having decided to play good cop. “We just want to help.”

				“There’s nothing to tell.” Ruby picked at an imaginary piece of lint on her pant leg. “I’ve just had a run of bad luck since coming here.”

				Simon grunted. “Does that ‘bad luck’ have a name?”

				“No. I must have broken a mirror or something.”

				Skye got up and knelt by the other woman’s chair, taking her hand. “Ruby, I know you think you can handle whatever the problem is on your own.”

				Ruby nodded.

				“I know you’re a strong, independent person, but everyone needs help at some point in their lives.” Skye paused and looked into Ruby’s eyes. “People are starting to get hurt because of you, and I’m sure that’s the last thing you intended.”

				A single tear rolled down Ruby’s cheek. “I didn’t think they’d bother anyone else.”

				“When it was just your car or a false fire alarm, we could let you deal with whatever is going on by yourself. But yesterday Hacker was attacked. What if today it’s Bunny or one of the children coming for the Easter-egg hunt?”

				Ruby sniffed. “I’ll leave, then everyone will be safe.”

				Simon offered her his handkerchief and said gently, “No, I’m sorry, but they won’t. Whoever is doing this might still think you’re here, or that you left behind what he’s trying to find.”

				“Please, please, tell us what you’re hiding.” Skye squeezed the other woman’s hand.

				“Okay.” Ruby heaved a sigh. “I’m turning them over to the FBI tomorrow anyway.”

				Skye and Simon exchanged an alarmed glance and asked simultaneously, “Turning what over?”

				“Some computer disks that just happened to fall into my possession.”

				Simon ordered, “Tell us from the beginning.”

				“It all started when a friend of mine, Benny, who worked on the cleaning crew in one of the new casinos, got busted by the feds for selling land through the mail.”

				“That’s illegal?” Skye questioned.

				“It is when there’s no land. He put ads in the paper, sent any sucker who answered a slick brochure, and then if they took the bait and wrote him a check, he sent them a fake deed. Most people who bought were yuppies looking for investments, so they never realized all they owned was a worthless piece of paper. Unfortunately for him, someone found out, got the feds involved, and next thing you know poor Benny is back in the slammer.”

				“How can you say ‘poor Benny’?” Skye asked. “He was cheating innocent people.”

				Ruby shrugged. “People with the kind of money to invest like that are never innocent. No one gets rich without screwing someone else.” Ruby shook her head at Skye’s naïveté. “Anyway, this was Benny’s third offense, and he was going away for a long time, so he made a deal with the feds. He would turn over a lot bigger fishes if they let him skate on his jail time.”

				“He stole the computer disks from the casino, right?” Simon guessed.

				“Right.” Ruby smiled. “The casino owners were up to something shady, and Benny figured it out.”

				“What were they doing?” Skye asked.

				“I don’t know, and I don’t want to know.” Ruby crossed her arms. “I was just holding the disks for Benny. Nothing else.”

				“I thought it was almost impossible for a casino to do anything illegal anymore.” Simon’s face was set in hard, tight lines.

				“Like I said, I don’t know the details.” Ruby shrugged. “But you know what they say—invent a better mousetrap and the mouse just gets smarter.”

				“Why didn’t Benny give the disks to the FBI when he made his deal?” Skye demanded.

				“Benny’s been around the block a few times, and he doesn’t trust the government. He gave them to me to hold until he and the feebs could come to a mutually satisfactory agreement. I got a message from Benny yesterday that it was okay to turn them over now.”

				“Then it’s an FBI agent who’s been trying to get the disks?” Simon’s brow wrinkled in disbelief.

				“No. I told the FBI I would turn over the disks on Good Friday—that I couldn’t get ahold of them until that day. Agent Dodd will be here tomorrow morning at eight a.m.”

				“That’s why Wally didn’t arrest you,” Skye deduced. “You had him call the FBI and they told him to let you go.”

				Ruby smiled serenely. “It was purely a delight to see that boy’s expression when he realized he couldn’t put me in jail.”

				“So what did you burn when you set off the alarm?” Skye asked.

				“I didn’t burn anything.” Ruby’s expression was puzzled. “Someone else burned some of my personal correspondence.” She bit her lip. “He must have thought it was from Benny, but it was only a couple of notes from my fiancé.”

				“It must be the casino owner, or more likely one of his goons looking for the disks, but why would they burn your love letters?” Skye questioned.

				“Who knows?” Ruby’s expression turned serious. “How anyone figured out I even had the disks is beyond me. I would never have come here if I thought for a minute I’d put Bunny in danger. We’ve been like sisters for nearly twenty years.”

				“But you must have had some suspicion, since you came a day early and tried to have your hair dyed.” Skye suddenly remembered what her godfather and brother had said during Sunday night’s dinner.

				“I was just being cautious.” Ruby tossed her head. “I figured better safe than sorry.”

				“I wonder if whoever is after you lost your trail, and didn’t realize you stayed at the motor court rather than here Saturday night, and that’s who vandalized the bowling alley.” Skye was starting to put the recent events together.

				“Maybe.” Ruby squirmed in her seat.

				“Who knew you were going to visit Bunny?” Simon asked.

				“The only person I told was my fiancé.”

				“Have you spoken to him lately?” Skye questioned, not liking the way the situation was shaping up.

				“Yesterday. I wanted to know how his daughter took the news of our engagement. He told her the day I left Las Vegas, and I hadn’t been able to catch up with him to find out her reaction before then.”

				“And he hadn’t told anyone where you were?” Skye chewed her lip.

				“No.” Ruby paused. “Well, he gave his daughter this phone number so she could call me, so we can get to know each other, but he didn’t tell her where I’m at.”

				“Maybe she told someone?” Simon suggested. “It isn’t that hard to get a location if you have a phone number.”

				“There’d be no reason for anyone to even question her.”

				Simon shrugged. “So where are the disks?”

				“It’s best if you don’t know.” Ruby got up and straightened the material of her top. “I’ll give them to Agent Dodd tomorrow morning, and that will be that.” She smiled at Simon. “See, problem’s solved.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				Misery Loves Blondes

				“Did you know about Ruby and the FBI before today?” Skye asked Bunny as they worked setting up the egg-dyeing stations.

				Skye, Simon, and Bunny had discussed whether or not they should shut down the bowling alley and cancel the Easter-egg hunt, but finally made up their minds to go through with it. Bunny had clinched their decision by pointing out that a bad guy among the kids would stick out like a librarian at a book burning.

				“Some of it.” Bunny had been subdued since hearing what Ruby had told Skye and Simon. “I’m glad Sonny Boy had to leave. He was making me nervous pacing around here and grinding his teeth.”

				Simon had reluctantly returned to the funeral home. Ruby had agreed to stay in the apartment until she turned over the disks the next morning.

				“Did Ruby tell you where she hid the disks?” Skye probed.

				Bunny paused and looked over the station she had just set up. Each one would hold five kids and a teen supervisor. Each child would get to dye four eggs.

				“No.” Bunny moved on to the next table. “And I didn’t ask her. Asking too many questions is what gets you into trouble.”

				The women worked in silence while Skye considered what Bunny had said. Finally, she said, “Why didn’t you tell us about Ruby’s predicament?”

				“It wasn’t my story to tell.” Bunny put her hands on her hips. “What you don’t understand is that I’ve lived a really different life than you have. Las Vegas is like no other place on earth, and the rules are different there. You learn pretty damn fast to mind your own business, and be awful careful about who you try and help, because there’s no quicker way of making an enemy than doing someone a favor.” She gave Skye a half smile, and then went into the kitchen to get the eggs the cook had been hard-boiling all morning.

				Skye contemplated what Bunny had said as she finished setting up the last dyeing station and went over to check on the prize table. Once again, Simon’s mother had proven she was far from the airhead she pretended to be.

				A deep voice yelling, “Ho, ho, ho,” broke into Skye’s musings, and Charlie strode into view. He held a purple Easter Bunny costume out in front of him.

				Skye hurried up to him and kissed him on the cheek. Laughing, she said, “Uncle Charlie, where did you get such an elaborate costume? It looks like it could walk and talk all by itself.”

				“I rented it from a place in Chicago.”

				“Well, it’s terrific, but the Easter Bunny does not go ‘ho, ho, ho.’ ”

				He frowned. “Well, what does a rabbit say?”

				“Nothing. The Easter Bunny just nods and smiles and hands out prizes.”

				“You mean you ladies talked me into wearing this stupid outfit and it isn’t even a speaking part?” Charlie pretended to be upset, but the twinkle in his blue eyes gave him away.

				Bunny came out of the kitchen, put down the tray of eggs she was carrying, and walked over to him. “There are other compensations.” She took his arm, tugging him toward the storeroom. “Let me show you the present Ruby brought me.”

				Skye felt her cheeks flush, remembering the objects that had gotten Ruby into trouble when the blonde first arrived in town.

				She checked her watch. “The kids will be here in half an hour.” Bunny and Charlie walked away without acknowledging her words. Skye called after them, “Don’t forget Frannie and her crew will be here any minute, so keep it G-rated.”

				The teenagers arrived just as Skye started to get the refreshments ready. They pitched in, and as they all worked Skye went over their duties one more time. “Each of you is in charge of five kids. Miss Bunny and I will be available if you need help with anything. After the eggs are dyed, take your group into the basement. We’ve got three games for you to play with them. Try and give us at least thirty or forty minutes to hide the eggs before you bring them back upstairs. Everyone with me so far?”

				They all nodded.

				“Great. Once they come back upstairs, hand them each a little basket and let them start hunting. There’ll be the regular eggs they dyed, and also plastic eggs with slips of paper inside indicating prizes ranging from a chocolate bunny to the grand prize—a bicycle. Try to make sure all of the children find at least one plastic egg. Understand?”

				More nods.

				“Okay. Let me show you the games we set up in the basement.” Skye led the teens to the stairs.

				They encountered Bunny as she came out of the storeroom. The redhead’s hair was mussed and her makeup smeared. She waved at the kids and said to Skye, “I’ll be right back. I want to freshen up and see if Ruby needs anything. Charlie is changing into his costume.”

				“Good.” Skye looked at her watch. “We’ll unlock the door in five minutes, so don’t be long.”

				After the tour of the basement, Skye led the teens back upstairs and to the entrance. There were already twenty or thirty kids and their parents waiting outside. As soon as Skye unlocked the door they dashed inside, and Frannie and her team snapped into action, registering kids, taking coats, and separating them into groups.

				Skye made her way through the crowd, reminding parents to pick up their kids no later than five.

				The last parent had finally left when Bunny rushed over to Skye, took her arm, and pulled her aside, frantically whispering, “Ruby’s gone! The apartment’s been ransacked, and there’s blood all over.”

				Skye felt her chest tighten. “I’ll call Simon and Wally. You go ahead with the hunt.”

				Bunny looked torn.

				“There’s nothing else we can do right now. We have a hundred kids here, and we can’t tell them to leave. Most of their parents dropped them off and they’re here alone.”

				Bunny nodded and pasted a smile on her face, turned to the kids, and said, “Let’s go have some fun.”

				Skye made the calls. Simon was stuck at the funeral home, but Wally said he’d go directly up to the apartment. He also said that one of his officers would be at the bowling alley soon to keep an eye on things while the children were there.

				She thanked him and went back to the party.

				Everyone seemed to be having a good time. Skye dealt with the small emergencies that popped up, like broken eggs and fights over the red dye, but otherwise things were running smoothly.

				By three thirty, all the kids were in the basement playing games, and Skye and Bunny were hurriedly hiding eggs.

				They finished just as the first wave of hunters crested the stairs. Skye checked her watch. Where was Uncle Charlie?

				She said loudly, “Maybe the Easter Bunny is feeling shy today. Let’s all call his name to make him feel welcome. Ready? One. Two. Three.”

				“Easter Bunny!” the kids shouted together.

				Nothing.

				Skye smiled at the kids, but there was a line of worry between her eyes. “One more time.”

				“Easter Bunny!” the kids shouted again.

				Nothing; then after a long moment the storeroom door burst open and the Easter Bunny hopped out. The kids went wild and the hunt began.

				A half hour later, all the kids had prizes and the parents started arriving to pick them up. By five thirty, the kids and parents were gone and the cleanup had begun. Wally had come down from the apartment after everyone left and said that he had called out all of his officers to look for Ruby, and he had the county sheriff’s department processing the crime scene. If they didn’t find her soon, Wally would call the FBI.

				After Wally left, Skye paused in gathering discarded candy wrappers from the floor and asked Bunny, who was wiping tables, “Have you seen Charlie since he made his appearance as the Easter Bunny?”

				The redhead stopped in midswipe. “No. Maybe he can’t get out of the costume. It looked complicated.”

				Skye stood. “I’ll go check. It’s been at least an hour since I’ve seen him. Surely he’d have come for help if he needed it.”

				Bunny followed her. The storeroom was dark, and when Skye switched on the lights she gasped. Charlie was duct-taped to a chair with a gag in his mouth.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				Blondes of a Feather Flock Together

				Skye cradled the receiver between her ear and shoulder as she straightened the rental shoe racks. It was six p.m. Friday night and the lanes were full. “Mom, as I already told you in our previous hundred phone calls, Charlie’s fine.”

				“Are you sure?” May demanded.

				“Yes. The guy held a gun to him and duct-taped him to the chair but didn’t hurt him.” Skye repeated what she had been telling her mother every time May called. “Hey, I’ve got to go. I haven’t talked to Bunny yet, and I need to check and see if things are ready for tonight’s Marilyn Monroe look-alike contest. ‘Bye.” Before May could answer, Skye hung up and headed downstairs.

				“Oh, my gosh.” As Skye entered the basement, she stopped dead in her tracks and gazed at the sea of Marilyns. There were Marilyns of all shapes and sizes crowding the room. A half a dozen dressing tables had been set up in the middle of the space, so the impersonators could add the finishing touches to their costumes before making a grand entrance when it was their turn to go onstage. Several battles over the use of the mirrors were currently in progress.

				Bunny fought her way through the throng and clutched Skye’s arm. “Ruby’s still missing, and that FBI agent was here this morning demanding the disks.”

				Skye steered Bunny to the side of the room. “Did he search the place?”

				“Well.” Bunny’s gaze slipped from Skye’s. “Not exactly.”

				Skye felt the urge to shake Bunny until whatever she was hiding popped out. “What do you mean, not exactly?”

				“I . . . uh . . . you see, I sort of knew where they were, so I gave them to him.”

				“What!” Skye’s roar caused an ocean of blond heads to turn in her direction. She bared her teeth in what she hoped resembled a smile, and motioned to them to go back to getting ready. “You told me you didn’t know where Ruby had hidden the disks.”

				“No. I told you Ruby didn’t tell me where she hid them, not that I didn’t know where they were hidden.”

				Skye took a deep breath to stop herself from strangling the woman. “Where were they?”

				Bunny grinned. “In the ceiling of the ladies’ room. I figured she stashed them there the day she got here when she was hiding from Wally.”

				“But Simon looked there, remember?”

				“He was looking for a large woman, not a small white envelope that blended in with the tiles.” Bunny smiled smugly. “I, on the other hand, knew what I was looking for.”

				Skye shook her head. There was no use in being upset with Bunny; she just marched to a drummer most people couldn’t even hear, let alone keep step with. “Now that the FBI has the disks, I wonder if they’ll still help look for Ruby.”

				“Damn!” Bunny’s expression was stricken. “I’m so stupid. I shouldn’t have given them to the feebs. They aren’t going to care what happens to someone like Ruby now that they got what they wanted.”

				“That’s not what I meant.” Skye put her arm around Bunny and squeezed. “Of course you should have given the FBI the disks. It was the right thing to do.”

				Bunny didn’t look convinced, but she let the subject drop and asked, “Any news from Wally?”

				“No. He said Sergeant Quirk saw the guy who tied Charlie up and stole the Easter Bunny outfit leave dressed in the costume, but he thought it was Charlie. Ruby wasn’t with him at the time.”

				Bunny’s nails dug into Skye’s flesh. “Charlie’s really okay, isn’t he?”

				“He’s fine.” Skye thought she would scream if one more person asked her that. “It’s too bad he didn’t get a good look at the guy, but Charlie said he wore a cap, sunglasses, and a bandanna over the lower part of his face.”

				Bunny nodded and Skye turned to leave as one of the Marilyn look-alikes tapped the older woman on the shoulder. “You said I could go first, but that lady with the baby insists she’s first. It’s essential that I be first. I’m doing Marilyn before she was discovered.”

				Baby? Skye glanced in the direction the Marilyn had pointed and saw a woman who had dressed her infant in a satin gown and put a tiny blond wig on its head. Skye sure hoped the child was a girl.

				Before Bunny moved away to settle the dispute, she said, “What I don’t understand is how Charlie’s attacker got into the bowling alley without being seen by someone.”

				“The only thing I can think of is that he came in with the kids and parents, and we just assumed he was someone’s dad. I figure he slipped into the storeroom to hide, was surprised to find Charlie there, and after he tied him up he saw the costume and decided that would be a good way to search the place without anyone being suspicious of a stranger poking around.” Skye narrowed her eyes. “In fact, I think he’s been here every night this week, dressed in various outfits and looking for those disks, or trying to get to Ruby.”

				The pre-star Marilyn had been joined by a Marilyn dressed in a white halter dress, its skirt somehow wired into a permanently flipped-up position. They were both tugging on Bunny, trying to get the best spot in the show.

				Bunny shook them off. “You’re right. He was probably the guy in the gorilla mask, and the Elvis impersonator. The creep even won two prizes. When he’s caught, I want those back. He’s disqualified.”

				Skye grinned. Trust Bunny to see a different slant to things.

				A Marilyn in a slinky evening gown pushed the other impersonators aside and grabbed Bunny. In the trademark breathy Marilyn Monroe voice, she said, “Some son of a bitch stole my lip gloss. Call the police.”

				Skye shook her head and edged over to the stairs, escaping the mad Marilyns before Bunny got her involved in the case of the missing makeup.

				The bar was already full. They sure were making a lot more money than usual on drinks and food this week. If the FBI didn’t shut them down for harboring Ruby, and the Las Vegas goon didn’t burn them out, Bunny’s attempt to increase business would be a success.

				Skye was checking to see that everything was ready when she heard her name being called. Simon and Uncle Charlie, seated at a table near the front, were beckoning to her.

				Skye joined them and said to her godfather, “You don’t look any the worse for wear.”

				“I’m fine,” Charlie huffed. “I should have beat the crap out of that punk.”

				Skye patted his hand. “I’m sure you would have if he hadn’t had a gun.”

				“Damn straight I would.”

				Before anyone else could say something, Bunny stepped onstage. She had changed into a crocheted dress with fringe trim hanging from the short hem.

				Skye tipped her head. Was the dress lined in a flesh-toned fabric, or was that Bunny’s skin showing through? Skye glanced uneasily at Simon, who was scowling at his mother’s latest fashion statement.

				Bunny tapped the mike to make sure it was on, then announced, “Good evening, everyone. Sit back, have a drink, and enjoy the world of Marilyn Monroe.”

				The lights dimmed, the music from “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend” started, and the first Marilyn appeared to thunderous applause.

				Some of the impersonators were good, a couple great, and a few awful, but everyone was having a fine time. Skye had relaxed and was chatting with Charlie and Simon when the sixth Marilyn made her appearance.

				Skye stopped in midsentence and turned her full attention to the stage. This one was amazing. The dress, the hair, the makeup were perfect. Even the voice seemed dead-on.

				Skye squinted. Everything but the hands was right. They were much too large for a woman . . . and the diamond ring on the right pinkie was obviously not a woman’s piece of jewelry.

				Oh, my gosh! She knew that ring. It was the same as the one the man at the restaurant had been wearing, the same as that on the comic in the first night’s talent show, the same as the one on the Elvis impersonator. It had to be the goon from Las Vegas. What did he do, travel with a trunk full of costumes?

				Skye whispered to Charlie, “Did you notice if the guy who tied you up was wearing a ring?”

				“Yeah, a god-awful diamond pinkie ring on his right hand. Why?”

				Skye nodded toward the Marilyn onstage. “Like that one?”

				“Yeah!” Charlie leaped from his seat, thundered up the steps, and tackled the impersonator, yelling, “Pull a gun on me, will you? This’ll teach you to treat an old man with more respect.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				Survival of the Blondest

				Before anyone could react to Charlie’s attack on the impersonator, Bunny came flying from the wings, jumped on the guy’s back, grabbed his ears, and started pounding his head on the wooden floor, screaming, “What have you done with Ruby? If you’ve hurt her, you’re a dead man.”

				The gender-challenged Marilyn’s blond wig flew off, soaring into the audience, where two women attempted to catch it as if it were a bridal bouquet and they were the last single females in town. Neither lady made a clean catch, and a tug-of-war ensued, escalating into a wrestling match that both the women’s escorts felt obligated to join.

				Most of the spectators froze, enthralled with the show, but then someone yelled, “Fight!” and several men rushed the stage, joining in the melee. They might not know what was going on, but they weren’t about to miss a good brawl.

				Hacker, the bartender, sighed, scooped up his baseball bat, and waded into the frenzy.

				At the same time, Skye shot out of her chair, but Simon grabbed her arm as she sprinted past him. “Hold it. You’ll only get hurt if you go up there.”

				“We’ve got to stop it!” Skye tried to free herself from Simon’s grip.

				“How?”

				That was a good question. There were now at least a dozen men and a couple of additional Marilyns throwing punches and smashing one another over the head with anything available. Skye winced as one guy lifted the karaoke machine and brought it down on another guy’s back. Simon was right: At this point, it wasn’t as if she could break things up with mere words.

				What could she use to cool the combatants off? Cool off! That was it. She hastily explained what she needed to Simon, who took off at a run, ducking between clusters of fighters. He quickly found the hose that the cleaning crew used to wash down the cement floor behind the bar and connected it to the faucet back there.

				After he had it ready, he tossed the other end to Skye, who turned the dial on the nozzle to “power-wash” and aimed it at the fracas on the stage. She nodded to Simon, who turned the water on full force, and almost instantly a powerful torrent slammed into the fighters.

				Ten minutes later drenched people were trooping out the bar door, and Simon, Bunny, and Charlie were tying up the male Marilyn Monroe. Bunny had contributed her panty hose, Simon his necktie, and Charlie his belt to secure the impersonator.

				After making sure everyone who was supposed to leave actually did, and that the fighting was not going to start up again, Skye put down the hose and turned her attention to the guy tied to the chair. She poked him in the shoulder with her finger. “The FBI picked up the disks this morning. You’re too late, buddy.”

				“Disks? I ain’t after no disks. And my name’s not Buddy; it’s Lance.”

				Bunny pushed Skye aside, sloshing water as she moved. “Where’s Ruby?”

				“Gimme the ring and the letters and I’ll tell you where the old broad is.” Lance sneered, attempting to look tough but failing. A man wearing a wet evening gown and a nylon stocking on his head loses a lot of his ability to appear dangerous.

				Skye looked at Bunny and demanded, “What’s he talking about?”

				Bunny pushed a sheaf of wet hair from her face, spraying everyone in her immediate vicinity like a lawn sprinkler. “I have no idea. Honest.”

				“Forget it; he’s just stalling,” Charlie said to the women, and then hit the kidnapper on the side of the head with his open palm. “Where’s Ruby?”

				Lance howled. “Police brutality!”

				Simon smiled darkly. “Charlie’s not a cop. And if you don’t tell us where Ruby is, he’ll beat it out of you.”

				Skye thought Simon was bluffing about Charlie’s inclination toward violence, but the kidnapper wasn’t sure. He eyed the big man, whose fists were clenched and lips were drawn back in a snarl.

				“Enough of this.” Before Skye, Simon, or Charlie could react, Bunny grabbed Lance by his family jewels and twisted. “Tell me what you did with Ruby, or the next time you sing in the church choir, you’ll be a soprano.”

				The man let out a shriek, then gasped as Bunny tightened her grasp. “Vacant factory . . . edge of town . . . office . . . but she might already be gone.” Bunny gasped, but did not release her grip on Lance’s privates. “What do you mean?”

				“The guy who hired me was sending someone to pick up the old broad. I was supposed to stay behind and get the letters and ring.”

				“She’d better still be there or you’re going to spend the rest of your life as a eunuch.” Bunny gave one more twist before letting go; then she wiped her hands on her dress and ordered, “Charlie, you and Sonny Boy stay here with Lance. Skye, get the car.”

				Skye hesitated, meeting Simon’s eyes and asking, “Isn’t it time to call the police?”

				Before he could answer, a female voice from the doorway said, “Did you all throw a party and forget to invite me?”

				“How did you get here?” Lance squeaked, apparently still feeling the effect of Bunny’s interrogation methods. Ruby shot him a dirty look and snapped, “You better just shut up or I’ll scalp you. You made me miss the Marilyn Monroe look-alike contest.”

				Lance sneered. “I’m such a better Marilyn than you anyway. You’re too fat to do Marilyn the right way.”

				Ruby huffed. “I do the queen-size version, and I could have mopped the floor with you.”

				Before he could retort, Bunny ran over and hugged her friend. “Ruby! You’re not dead.”

				“The rumors of my death have been highly exaggerated.” Ruby pried herself away from Bunny’s soggy embrace. “Why are you soaking wet?”

				Everyone began to explain at the same time. Finally, Skye managed to get the others to quiet down, and filled Ruby in on the evening’s activities. She concluded with, “What ring and letters is he talking about? I thought he was after the disks.”

				“So did I, at first.” Ruby pulled out a chair and sat down. “But it turns out the casino owners didn’t send him. My fiancé’s son-in-law did.”

				“Who?” Bunny asked.

				“Why?” Skye got right to the point.

				Charlie and Simon were silent, perplexed looks on both their faces.

				Ruby stared pointedly at the bar. “Someone make me a martini and I’ll explain as much as I know.”

				“Make mine a double and I’ll fill in the rest.” A tall, handsome man in his sixties stood framed in the doorway.

				Ruby leaped out of her chair and threw herself into his arms. “Darling, how did you get here?”

				“When this dunderhead kidnapped you, he called my son-in-law to report that he had you. My daughter overheard her husband arranging to send someone to kill you, and she told me everything. I boarded the next plane to Chicago.”

				Everyone tried to talk at once, and Skye thought she would need to resort to the hose for a second time that day. Instead, she put two fingers in her mouth and let out a piercing whistle. In the ensuing silence she said, “Why don’t we just let Mr. . . . ?”

				“Masterson,” Ruby supplied. “Everyone, this is my fiancé, Archie Masterson.”

				Skye nodded and completed her sentence, “. . . Mr. Masterson and Ruby tell us everything from the beginning.” Skye turned to the blonde and directed, “Ruby, you start from when Lance kidnapped you.”

				“The kids at the Easter-egg hunt were so loud, and I had a horrible headache, so I decided to sit outside until it was all over.” Ruby clung to her fiancé. “When the Easter Bunny came up to me, I thought it was Charlie, but then he pulled a gun and demanded I give him the ring and the letters. I refused and he tore the apartment apart. Luckily, I had put the ring and most of the letters in my safe-deposit box before leaving Las Vegas. I managed to slam a lamp across his face, but he didn’t drop the gun, and when he couldn’t find what he wanted he forced me to go with him.”

				“That explains the blood,” Bunny murmured. “We were worried it was yours.”

				“Nope. That sucker’s nose bled like a stuck pig.”

				“You almost broke it. If I’m too disfigured to do my act, I’m going to sue you.” Lance whined until Bunny made a squeezing motion with her hand.

				“Why did he want your ring, and what letters are you talking about?” Skye asked, getting more and more confused. “What act?”

				“I’m able to solve the first part of the mystery.” Archie smiled, displaying straight white teeth under a clipped gray mustache. “When Ruby consented to be my bride, I gave her the Masterson diamond as an engagement ring. The letters are no doubt from me to Ruby declaring my love and intention to marry her.”

				Skye was entranced with Archie’s slight accent; it wasn’t quite British, but what was it? She shook her head. She wasn’t going to let his charm distract her from getting the whole story. “And?”

				Archie sighed. “And when I told my daughter about my engagement to Ruby, and she told her husband, my twit of a son-in-law was afraid Ruby’s rather vivid past would leak out and ruin his chances to become governor of Nevada.” Archie’s blue eyes twinkled and he winked at Ruby. “What he really should be afraid of is that my past might get out.”

				Ruby swatted him playfully and giggled. “Oh, Archie.”

				Skye ignored the interruption, intent on getting this whole thing settled once and for all. “So he hired this goon to get back the ring and the letters,” she guessed.

				“Exactly. They’re the only physical evidence that we plan to marry. Once he had them, his next step was to have someone get rid of Ruby. He fooled my daughter into giving him the phone number here, ferreted out Ruby’s location, and sicced this cretin on her.”

				Skye turned to Ruby. “How did you get away from the factory? Didn’t he have you tied up?”

				“I could have gotten free from the ropes anytime—remember I was married to both a contortionist and a magician—but I had to wait until he left me alone.” Ruby shook her head. “Luckily, I was already free and walking down the road when the next thug showed up or I’d be dead right now. I hid behind a tree and watched. The new guy was a professional, and had his gun drawn as he went into the building. He was ready to shoot me.”

				Archie hugged her as everyone else made sounds of distress.

				Finally, Skye said, “There’s only one thing I still don’t understand.”

				“What?” Ruby and Archie asked together.

				“How Lance just happened to have all the costumes handy to disguise himself all week.”

				Everyone’s eyes turned to the guy tied to the chair. He shrugged. “They’re part of my act. I’m not really a crook, but I owed Mr. Masterson’s son-in-law a favor, and Mr. Carretti called it in. In my real life, I do a show at the Majestic Casino impersonating dead movie stars.”

				Charlie grunted, unimpressed. “What are we going to do with this guy?”

				“Turn him over to Wally,” Skye said firmly.

				Lance cringed. “Mr. Carretti’s going to kill me.”

				“Don’t worry.” Bunny patted his shoulder. “Maybe Wally can put you into the witless protection program.”

				Skye snorted, not sure if the redhead knew what she had just said. Either way, Skye was glad that school would be starting up again on Monday and that this was her last day working at the bowling alley. Dealing with hormonal teenagers had to be easier than this past week with crazy Bunny and her even crazier friend.
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				Chapter 1

				Raining Cats and Dogs

				School psychologist Skye Denison stamped her bunny-slippered foot on the black-and-white-tiled floor of her newly remodeled kitchen and shouted, “If you keep doing that, I won’t be able to convince Wally we should live here once we’re married.”

				Silence greeted her threat. Not surprising, since she was the only person in the house. At least the only living person. Which was the problem.

				Although Skye’s fiancé, police chief Wally Boyd, claimed he didn’t believe in ghosts, it was kind of hard to ignore the fact that nearly every time he and Skye started to get intimate, something in her house blew up, burst into flames, or broke into a thousand pieces.

				Skye’s gaze flitted from the granite counters to the stainless-steel fridge and came to rest on the cherrywood cupboards. She’d been renovating the house since she’d inherited it from Alma Griggs more than two and a half years ago. There was still a lot to do, and the process, so far, had been both frustrating and costly. But there was no way she was selling the place and moving into Wally’s bungalow.

				“Do you hear me, Mrs. Griggs?”

				There was no response.

				“Fine.” Skye blew out an annoyed breath and grabbed the broom. As she swept up the shards of what had been her Grandma Leofanti’s Jade-Ite cookie jar, she muttered under her breath, “You’re leaving me no choice.”

				Skye had tolerated the situation for as long as she could. While she and Wally were engaged, it was all well and good for them to confine their lovemaking to nights spent at Wally’s place. But once they were married, he needed to be able to move into her house without fear of some disaster forcing them out of bed just when things were getting interesting.

				Like this morning, when Wally had stopped by to tell her that his annulment was in the final stages and Father Burns had assured him that it would be completed by the end of April. Skye had been on Wally’s lap, celebrating the good news with a lingering kiss, when the cookie jar flew off the counter and smashed at their feet. It was a miracle neither of them had been injured by flying glass or Oreo shrapnel.

				Wally had blamed Skye’s cat for the incident, but she knew Bingo wasn’t the culprit. The chubby feline had tried and failed on several occasions to leap onto the counter. It was too high, and he was too portly. Besides, there was no food sitting out, and without the enticement of something edible to motivate him, Bingo rarely moved farther than the next pool of sunlight.

				Skye stepped out onto her back porch. “I’m giving you one more chance,” she said, shivering in the cold March wind and rain, as she threw the sharp fragments of the dearly departed cookie jar into the trash can. “If so much as a door slams shut the next time Wally and I start to make love here, I’m getting rid of you.” It was time to put an end to Mrs. Griggs’s reign of terror—one way or another.

				Marching back into the kitchen, Skye grabbed a thin blue folder from where she had hidden it at the bottom of her junk drawer, sat down at the table, and stared nervously at the file. Just as she inserted a finger beneath the tab, the telephone rang, and she jumped back. Could Mrs. Griggs be phoning to apologize?

				Skye giggled at her own silliness. It was one thing to believe the spirit of the house’s previous owner was present, but quite another to think the woman could call from the great beyond.

				Halfway to her feet, Skye sank back in the chair. It was probably the same annoying telemarketer that had been pestering her for the past week. A company claiming that it could lower her credit card rates had been calling her three or four times a day, and she’d finally resolved to let her answering machine act as a buffer.

				Skye knew that at ten a.m. on a nonworkday morning her best friend, school librarian Trixie Frayne, would still be fast asleep. Despite being married to a farmer, Trixie was not an early riser, so the call wouldn’t be from her.

				And it wouldn’t be Wally, since he was on his way to Springfield to begin the last part of the Illinois police chief certification program. The first stage had required only documentation of his extensive law enforcement experience, including leadership abilities, education, and training. But for this final phase, he had to complete written tests that would take all afternoon and several hours the next day. He had told Skye that although the accreditation wasn’t required, he felt it was important for him to have it in order to be a good role model for the officers under his command.

				When the phone stopped ringing, then immediately started up again, Skye frowned. Maybe it wasn’t the telemarketer. She doubted a computerized system would continue to redial again and again.

				It couldn’t be her brother, Vince. Saturday morning was the busiest time at his hair salon. The usual suspect would be her mother, but she and Skye’s father had left last night for a weekend stay at Ho-Chunk Casino near the Wisconsin Dells.

				Who did that leave? Skye’s godfather, Charlie Patukas, would just hop in his Cadillac and drive over if he wanted to talk to her that urgently. Which meant . . .

				Shoot! It had to be either Frannie or Justin, or both. During their high school years, Frannie Ryan and Justin Boward had been coeditors of the school newspaper, which Skye and Trixie sponsored. Although they were no longer her students, Skye had remained close to them, and since they were attending Joliet Junior College and lived at home, they still frequently asked her for help.

				Skye groaned in surrender, pushed the file aside, and rose from her chair. Figuring out how to get rid of Mrs. Griggs’s ghost would have to wait a little longer. Peering at the phone where it hung on her kitchen wall, Skye focused on the caller ID—something she should have done several minutes ago.

				The words BUNNY LANES appeared on the little screen. That was odd. Granted, Frannie worked there as a waitress in the grill, but the town bowling alley didn’t open until the children’s and teen leagues started at eleven.

				Crap! Could her persistent caller be Bunny Reid—former Las Vegas dancer, current bowling alley manager, and mother of Skye’s previous boyfriend? There was only one way to find out.

				Snatching up the handset, Skye pushed the ON button and said, “Hello?”

				“Ms. D, thank God you’re home.” Frannie’s desperate voice was shrill in Skye’s ear. “There’s an emergency at the alley. Can you come right away?”

				“Emergency? Are you okay? What happened?” Skye gritted her teeth in aggravation when Frannie hung up without answering her questions.

				No one responded to Skye’s repeated attempts to call back, and after a couple of frustrating minutes, she gave up. As she slipped on tennis shoes and grabbed her jacket, purse, and keys from the coat stand, she told herself that at least she was dressed in nice jeans and a sweater, had French-braided her hair, and put on a little makeup. Usually, in a crisis she was caught with a naked face, wearing a baggy sweatshirt, and with her chestnut curls in a bushy ponytail.

				Happy that for once she looked presentable, Skye ran out of the house and jumped into her 1957 Bel Air convertible, a tank of a car that her father and godfather had rehabbed for her several years ago.

				She stamped on the accelerator, and the Chevy flew down the blacktop, its windshield wipers at full speed to keep up with the pouring rain. Six minutes later, Skye squealed into the bowling alley’s parking lot and skidded to a halt on the wet asphalt.

				What in the world? Why was the lot filled with cars and trucks, and . . . Skye squinted through the deluge, trying to understand what she was seeing. Was that a row of RVs lined up like cows at the watering trough? Had Bunny opened a campsite? More to the point, did her son, Simon, know about it?

				Three years ago, Bunny had reappeared in Simon’s life after a twenty-year absence. And although he had already been the owner of Reid’s Funeral Home and the coroner, he had bought the town bowling alley in order to provide his mother with the job and permanent address she needed to avoid going to jail for misusing prescription drugs. Simon had never admitted that he’d purchased the business solely to help Bunny, but Skye knew that had been his true motivation.

				Although Simon and Skye were no longer a couple, she and Bunny were still friends, and Skye hated to see the flamboyant redhead damage the relationship she had finally forged with her son by getting involved in something he wouldn’t approve of.

				With that in mind, Skye flung herself out of the Bel Air, sprinted to the bowling alley’s entrance, and shoved open the glass doors. As she stepped over the threshold, a wave of noise swept over her like a tsunami, nearly pushing her back out.

				Skye paused in the entryway. Because of the way the place was designed, she couldn’t see beyond the coatracks and the rows of cube-shaped lockers where the bowlers kept their equipment. Tilting her head, she tried to figure out what was going on.

				The din she heard wasn’t music; it was a cacophony of mostly indistinguishable voices, but every once in a while numbers were announced over a loudspeaker. What was happening in the rest of the alley? Could Bunny be holding an auction? But what could she be selling?

				Deciding the best course of action would be to find Frannie, Skye took a left, heading toward the grill, which was the young woman’s most likely location. Skye had planned to cut through the bar, but the door was locked. Peeking through the round, porthole-like window, she saw that the bartender was absent and the room was empty of customers. The cocktail tables were lined up in rows, rather than placed in their usual scattered arrangement, and a digital countdown board had been set up on the stage next to a gigantic gong.

				Skye gnawed on her lower lip. Was Bunny planning on some sort of game night?

				Even though Skye wasn’t very good at judging the direction that sounds were coming from, she thought the racket must be in the lounge area back by the alleys. While she was trying to decide whether to continue on to the grill or go toward the noise, she heard an angry male voice bellow Bunny’s name. A few beats went by, and that same voice thundered an indistinguishable sentence. A nanosecond later, a woman screamed.

				Okay. That definitely had not come from the alleys. Skye dashed down the narrow hallway into the grill, but it was empty. Where was the yelling coming from? Wait. The shouting had sounded echoey. The argument had to be taking place in the basement.

				Several large rooms used for parties and banquets ran under the length of the bowling alley. Despite her bad memories of having been locked down there with Simon when their mothers had once tried to reunite them, Skye raced through the open door and down the stairs.

				At the bottom she stopped and stared. An extraordinarily large man wearing a gray suit jacket over a faded Metallica T-shirt and dark sweatpants with a white stripe down the leg was cuddling a fluffy white angora cat in one enormous arm while dangling a stunningly beautiful woman by her throat with the other hand.

				It appeared that Skye had found Frannie’s emergency.
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